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This dissertation interrogates two interrelated questions: First, what effect does power 
have on memory? Second, how does literature help us “locate” or make visible the processes of 
memory transmission within and between subaltern groups whose actions are patrolled and, at 
times, curtailed? These questions are central to the future trajectories of memory studies, where 
the transcultural turn tracing memories across national and cultural borders necessitates an 
understanding of how people navigate overlapping local, national, and global networks of power 
that mandate forms of remembrance and forgetting. As Michael Rothberg observes, questions 
regarding power are paramount as memory studies expands from its Eurocentric roots to 
examine legacies of colonial trauma and migration (“Locating Transnational Memory” np). 
However, scholars have yet to address power’s effect on memory. Simultaneously, delineating 
institutional regulation of transcultural memory requires pinpointing memory’s intangible 
dynamics in order to identify sites that exemplify what Susannah Radstone defines as the 
“locatedness” of memories on the move while simultaneously acknowledging their 
inaccessibility (111). Given these concerns, my dissertation charts the repercussions of 
institutional power on memory in contemporary South Asian fiction by mapping the 
representative strategies authors deploy to depict transcultural memories suppressed by 
hegemonic framings of the past. 
This project is interdisciplinary, employing methodologies from memory and trauma 
studies, world literature, and postcolonial theory, paying particular attention to how these fields 
illuminate transnational connections between subaltern groups. I draw on South Asian fiction 
produced in the US, Canada, England, and the subcontinent from the 1980s to the present in 
order to examine how the rise of neoliberalism, multiculturalism, and the impact of 9/11 together 
 iii 
produce what Jasbir Puar terms a “racial amnesia” that “homogenize[s] and particularize[s] 
populations for control,” disbanding potential allegiances between minority groups to assimilate 
them into “civil” society, a phenomenon this literature interrogates (26). To counter this 
fracturing, I excavate the mnemonic possibilities of fiction by Amitav Ghosh, Mohsin Hamid, 
Hari Kunzru, and Bharati Mukherjee to demonstrate how such texts act as traveling sites of 
memory by providing glimpses of alternative pasts and futures not available to subaltern subjects 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  
MIGRATING MEMORIES: POWER AND TRANSCULTURAL MEMORY IN 
CONTEMPORARY SOUTH ASIAN FICTION 
 Amitav Ghosh’s In an Antique Land (1992) attempts to trace the intertwining of Jewish, 
Muslim, and Hindu trading populations across the Indian Ocean from the 12th Century into the 
present in order to recover subaltern and migrant figures lost in the transit of time and space. To 
do so, In an Antique Land weaves together Ghosh’s ethnographic fieldwork in Egypt in the late 
1980s and early 1990s with his archival recovery of Bomma, a Medieval Indian slave of a Jewish 
trader whose story is emblematic of the ancient cross-cultural trading practices Ghosh is trying to 
uncover in the present. Ghosh concludes his ethnographic narrative by visiting an interreligious 
memory site, the tomb of Sidi Abu-Hasira, which Ghosh views as a remnant of the transcultural 
exchanges prevalent during Bomma’s era. “The Sidi,” Ghosh is told, is a religious figure revered 
by both Muslims and Jews as he “had been born to a Jewish family in the Maghreb, […and] had 
transported himself to Egypt […by miraculously] cross[ing] the Mediterranean on a rush mat” 
where he converted to Islam (329). The saint, then, is not simply an interreligious figure, but a 
migrant as well, emblematic of the historical flow of people and goods across the Indian Ocean 
throughout the Medieval period. Every year a “mowlid,” or festival, is held at the tomb, where 
both local Muslims and Jewish tourists converge to commemorate the Sidi. However, arriving 
with his Muslim taxi driver, Mohsin, a few days later, Ghosh does not encounter Muslims and 
Jews “gathered around a grave” in celebration, but soldiers guarding it, “watching us, and some 
of them were fingering their guns” (333). Rather than affirming the possibility of a transcultural 
or interreligious connection cultivated through this seemingly inclusive memory site, Ghosh’s 
 
 2 
account paradoxically demonstrates the failure of achieving such a connection in the present due 
to political forces that securitize and reinforce national, cultural, and religious borders.  
The soldiers prohibit the men from accessing the tomb, but the encounter becomes far 
more troubling as the historical and affective ties that had once united Ghosh, a South Asian 
Hindu, to Mohsin, an Egyptian Muslim, disintegrate in the face of authority. Under questioning 
from the soldiers, Mohsin disavows his relationship to Ghosh, refusing to look at him when 
exclaiming “‘I don’t know who the foreigner is and I don’t know what he’s doing here. […] I 
have nothing to do with him’” (333, 335). In this renunciation, Mohsin breaks the affective 
connections that moments before had united the men, while simultaneously marking Ghosh as a 
foreigner, someone who is not “known” and thus does not belong. As the scene unfolds, Ghosh’s 
status as an outsider is reaffirmed as he is brought before a local official to explain his presence 
at the tomb: “‘But you’re not Jewish or Israeli,’” the official tells Ghosh, “‘You’re Indian—what 
connection could you have with the tomb of a Jewish holy man, here in Egypt?’” (338, 339). 
Without an apparent national, cultural, or religious “connection” to the tomb, to the Sidi, or to 
Egypt, Ghosh is once again marked with suspicion as a foreigner. What is more, any affective 
association between Egyptians and Indians as postcolonial subjects is likewise disregarded 
despite the material remains of their shared history, the “building [that] seemed very much in the 
style of colonial offices in India […that] had probably been initiated into its current uses during 
the British occupation of Egypt” and that serves as the setting for Ghosh’s meeting with the 
official (338). The possibility of the transcultural and interreligious memory site, then, is 
shadowed by its very impossibility, its inability to serve as the locus of a lasting transcultural 




Reading deeper into this exchange, it becomes clear that there are global political 
dynamics intertwined with the local and state forces Ghosh encounters that together collude to 
restrict physical and imaginative access to the site, defining the intercultural reach of the Sidi’s 
tomb in the present. When pushed, the official reinforces a political narrative about the memory 
site that rationalizes the need for the state’s intervention to protect the grave, resulting in Ghosh’s 
exclusion; namely, the official views the tomb as a predominantly Jewish site, the Sidi as a 
“Jewish Holy man,” rather than the remnant of a transcultural tradition of travel and trade that 
links Ghosh to both the Egyptian official and the Jewish mystic (339). Protecting the Jewish site 
in a Muslim state within a global context often marked by tensions between Muslims and Jews 
compels Egyptian forces to restrict access to the site in order to avoid international 
condemnation. As the official explains: “We have to be careful, you understand […] we want to 
do everything we can to protect the tomb” (340). Confronted with his outsider status and the 
official’s insistence on reading the tomb as Jewish site, Ghosh admits that “there was nothing I 
could point to within [the present] world that might give credence to my story—the remains of 
those small indistinguishable, intertwined histories, Indian and Egyptian, Muslim and Jewish, 
Hindu and Muslim, had been partitioned long ago” (339-340).1 The historical connections that 
united these ethnic, cultural, and religious groups in the Middle Ages, according to Ghosh, have 
long been dismantled and disavowed by European colonialism, the borders reinforced by modern 
narratives of neoliberal globalization. The continued threat of erasure from “modernization” is 
clear when the official warns that the site perpetuates “mere superstitions […] and [it] will 
disappear with development and progress” (340). Thus, the official’s narrative that defines the 
                                               
1 Ghosh’s use of “partitioned” here specifically evokes the 1947 Partition of India and Pakistan that reinforced 
religious boundaries between Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs, as well as the partition of Palestine the same year that 
divided Muslims and Jews, echoing his current predicament. 
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tomb as a Jewish site in a Muslim state also relegates the site to erasure within the context of 
global progress, further effacing the older transcultural networks of trade and cultural comingling 
that predate contemporary globalization. 
This unexpected confrontation highlights how overlapping state and global dynamics of 
power work together to restrict brown bodies from accessing sites of memory, and in doing so, 
prevent the possibility of transcultural and transnational connections being formed through 
shared memories and histories, reifying the borders between people, nations, religions, and 
cultures. This disconnection derives not just from the physical securitization of memory sites by 
the state, the soldiers and officials guarding the tomb in Ghosh’s example, but also from 
hegemonic narratives of globalization that exceed the nation-state and were formed through 
longer histories of European colonialism. Emerging from Ghosh’s encounter, my discussion of 
the biopolitical management of memory throughout this dissertation is situated within a 
constellation of local, national, and global structures of power that together shape memories, 
memorial sites, and mnemonic practices. A biopolitics of memory thus physically and 
imaginatively disciplines bodies, precluding the creation of political and affective communities 
based on shared memories of colonialism, migration, and dispossesion. Such mnemonic 
management, Jasbir Puar reminds us, is an imposed “racial amnesia” that “simultaneously 
homogenize[s] and particularize[s] populations for control,” thus aligning marginalized 
populations with networks of global capitalism and assimilation within the biopolitical 
management of the state through the “cultivation of whiteness” (26). I argue throughout this 
project that this racial amnesia is not simply imposed by the state, but exceeds it, where 
international discourses and geopolitical forces also inhibit the cross-cultural and transnational 
circulation of memory to disband potential mnemonic affiliations amongst (post)colonial, 
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subaltern, and migrant subjects. Mapping the transnational biopolitics of memory, then, tells us 
much about how certain populations struggle to build political coalitions and affective mnemonic 
communities in order to assert their identity on both national and global stages.  
Memory is, in some ways, an abstract concept, made tangible by its evocation and 
manifestation in physical sites, official commemorative ceremonies, and other visible exchanges 
that, as I have argued here, are often patrolled and curtailed by various systems and institutions. 
How, then, can we envision the transmission of memory within and despite these overlapping 
structures of power? Along these lines, Michael Rothberg argues that “[t]he question of memory 
and power is one of the most pressing for theorists of social and cultural remembrance,” yet 
despite this urgency, it is a question “that the field [of memory studies] has not yet adequately 
addressed” (“Locating Transnational Memory” 655). My study thus adds a much-needed 
intervention to the transnational and transcultural turn in the field of memory studies by 
specifically examining the many scales of global, national, and local power that together 
discipline bodies and as a result, manage memories. Attempting an initial sketch of the 
transnational biopolitics of memory, then, is the first step in elucidating the ways in which 
communities (re)imagine and (re)create new memory sites and practices that transcend modes of 
securitization in order to transmit transcultural memories that build new mnemonic and political 
solidarities. 
Inspired by Ghosh’s account of the Sidi’s tomb in In an Antique Land, “Migrating 
Memories: Power and Transcultural Memory in Contemporary South Asian Fiction” examines 
how conventional memory sites, such as memorials, museums, and archives, as well as other 
forms of commemorative exchange, such as official state apologies and juridical proceedings, are 
managed by state and extra-state actors to limit both physical and imaginative access to these 
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spaces and acts, determining what memories can be formed and transmitted from these official 
channels. Moving from this foundation, this project highlights how transnational South Asian 
subjects can create new inclusive and often figurative sites and networks of memory 
transmission in order to communicate what Joseph Roach terms “clandestine countermemories,” 
or what Gayatri Gopinath interprets as acts “that bring into the present those parts that are 
deliberately forgotten within conventional national and diasporic scripts” (Roach 20; Impossible 
Desires 4). What is more, as this study focuses on the mnemonic practices of transnational and 
migrant subjects, it becomes important to attend to the ways in which movement and modes of 
deterritorialization constitute memory, especially within state and international power dynamics 
that render physical places and spaces unwelcoming or inaccessible to migrant subjects. I term 
these subversive dynamics of transmission “migrating memories,” as they illustrate not simply 
memories on the move, but memories that must travel against structures of power, creating 
material and imaginative dynamics that also constitute these memories in transit. By positing a 
theory of migrating memories, this study explores how official memory sites and acts of 
commemoration are contested and imaginatively reconfigured to transmit transcultural 
memories, figuratively elucidating what Erll terms “the ‘travels’ of memory, les voyages or les 
mouvements de mémoire” as they traverse borders that would otherwise inhibit the movement of 
these memories (11). I am thus specifically interested in examining how memory sites and acts 
of commemoration become imaginatively (re)configured and deterritorialized within the corpus 
of transnational South Asian fiction to store and transmit migrating memories that not only defy 
hegemonic national and global narratives of the past, but also work across national and cultural 




This dissertation, then, attempts what Rothberg terms a “tri-focal perspective” when 
exploring transcultural memory, attending to the “theoretical definitions of actually existing 
transcultural and transnational connections; the ethical and political problems that attend the 
circulation of memories; and the possibilities for counter-narratives and new forms of solidarity 
that sometimes emerge when practices of remembrance are recognized as implicated in each 
other” (Moses and Rothberg 31). Staring with existing “theoretical definitions,” I will briefly 
explore the emergence of the transcultural turn in memory studies to examine how this field has 
(re)conceptualized existing sites of national commemoration, setting the stage for an exploration 
of not only of how memories are constituted by movement, but also how they are shaped by 
power’s effects on modes of memory transmission. Next, I will address the “political problems” 
that have shadowed the transmission of memories across subaltern and migrant communities as 
they are depicted in South Asian fiction, outlining how this particular literature illustrates 
structures of power that inhibit the circulation of traumatic memories stemming from 
imperialism, colonization, and globalization. Finally, I will explore “the possibilities” of cross-
cultural memory transmission as it is presented in this literature, outlining the figurative and 
imaginative modes the novels I examine deploy to (re)configure and make tangible the largely 
invisible process of memory transmission, especially as suppressed traumatic memories travel 
across multiple conceptual borders. I do so by examining how particular texts contest acts of 
state commemoration, transform sites of state memory, and create new imaginative modes of 
memory transmission in order to transcend material conditions that would otherwise inhibit the 
circulation of these memories. 
Expanding Theoretical Definitions: The Transcultural Turn and Migrating Memories 
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 When Ghosh is interrogated by the Egyptian official, he has an epiphany about how the 
epistemological construction of history has erected multiple identitarian boundaries that rend 
these men apart: “It was then,” Ghosh writes, “that I began to realize how much success the 
partitioning of the past achieved; that I was sitting at that desk now because the mowlid of Sidi 
Abu-Hasira was an anomaly within the categories of knowledge […]. I was caught straddling a 
border, unaware that the writing of History had predicated its own self-fulfillment” (340). In this 
moment, the colonial “partitioning” of the past that Ghosh contests throughout In an Antique 
Land finally becomes insurmountable and he is ultimately unable to explain or provide evidence 
of the intertwined histories that unite him to the Sidi and to the official who now has the power 
to determine his fate. Ghosh describes this moment of disconnection as “straddling a border,” 
where he is unable to fully transcend the accretion of national, cultural, ethnic, and religious 
categories that define our present, preventing him from establishing an affective connection with 
the Egyptian soldiers based on shared histories of trade, transcultural intermingling, and 
colonization. This crushing realization forces Ghosh to give up, to tell the official that “‘I didn’t 
know that Sidi Abu-Hasira was a Jewish saint,’” and excuse his unwanted presence at the 
memory site by explaining, “‘In the countryside I heard that everyone went to visit the tomb’” 
(340). Realizing the futility of explaining the historical networks that draw him to the Sidi as a 
transcultural figure, Ghosh pleads ignorance, and it is through his disavowal of these histories of 
travel, trade, and migration that he is finally able to leave the official’s office unscathed, though 
disillusioned. I want to focus on this moment when Ghosh realizes that he is “caught straddling 
border” as a way to nuance what Astrid Erll has termed the “third phase” of memory studies, 
where the rise of “transcultural memory” has envisioned the transmission of memory across and 
beyond national and cultural borders (Erll 9). This methodological and theoretical turn has 
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allowed memory studies to evolve as a field to become more receptive to memories transmitted 
beyond isomorphic notions of cultures and nations, to envision memory as “transcultural” (Bond 
and Rapson), “multidirectional” (Rothberg), “cosmopolitan” (Levy and Sznaider), “travelling” 
(Erll), “unbound” (Bond, Craps, and Vermeulen), and mediated through “connective” (Hoskins) 
and “globital” (Reading) dynamics. However, the transcultural turn has focused on the often-
utopian possibilities that fluid conceptions of memory hold without properly foregrounding the 
role power plays within these networks of transmission. This oversight holds significant 
implications for the examination of memories amongst marginalized populations, especially 
migrants, (post)colonial, and subaltern subjects and communities. I argue that Ghosh’s tense 
exchange with the official is emblematic of the fact that some boundaries cannot be transcended, 
that unequal histories still burden our present ability to remember, and that local, national, and 
geopolitical structures of power continue to determine what memories can travel and what 
memories must stay put. 
Erll eloquently explains the “third phase” that has emerged in the field of memory studies 
when she defines “transcultural memory” as “an approach which is based on the insight that 
memory fundamentally means movement: traffic between individual and collective levels of 
memory, circulation among social, medial, and semantic dimensions” (Erll 15). Transcultural 
memory thus envisions memory through its movements across multiple scales, from the 
individual to the collective, within and beyond the nation, as well as its international circulations 
that bring seemingly disparate subjects together. This third phase is thus contrasted with earlier 
phases of memory studies in that it “means moving away from site-bound, nation-bound, and in 
a naïve sense, cultures-bound research and displaying an interest in the mnemonic dynamics 
unfolding across and beyond borders” (15). Moving away from discrete and homogenous notions 
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of “culture” and “nation,” the transcultural turn sees cultures as concomitant constructions, 
defined through their mnemonic interactions with other imaginaries. Erll proffers the concept of 
“travelling memory” in order to direct scholars to attend to the ways in which memories are not 
only in constant motion, but are also fundamentally shaped by their travels: “Memories do not 
hold still” Erll writes: “on the contrary they seem to be constituted first of all through 
movement” (11). Memories thus take their shape not through their secretion in discrete physical 
sites, what Pierre Nora terms lieux de mémoire, but through their interacation and transmission 
between mnemonic agents. Furthermore, Erll “claim[s] that all cultural memory must ‘travel,’ be 
kept in motion, in order to ‘stay alive,’ to have an impact both on individual minds and social 
formations” (12). Under Erll’s rubric, travel is thus central to both the formation of memory, as 
well as necessary for its survival, for it is only through memory’s transmission across 
individuals, cultures, and nations that communities are maintained and that new identities and 
collectivities may be created. 
Along these lines, the transcultural turn, while necessary to trace the actual dynamics of 
memory in our globalized age, has ushered in a utopian vision of memory transmission as almost 
always an ethical or productive exchange. As the editors of the recent collection, Memory 
Unbound, note, transcultural “critics construe a model of memory as a fluid, inclusive, and open-
ended process, rather than a fixed and exclusionary narrative, embracing the possibility that the 
intersection of disparate commemorative discourses might offer the opportunity to forge 
empathetic communities of remembrance across national, cultural, or ethnic boundaries” (Bond, 
Craps, Vermeulen 6). Accordingly, most studies produced within the transcultural turn have 
focused on the productive interactions that occur when memories come into contact with each 
other, where new affective and ethical identifications are created through overlapping histories, 
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even when these common pasts are steeped in trauma and dispossession. This turn is perhaps 
necessary in the current global political moment, as Lucy Bond, Stef Craps, and Pieter 
Vermeulen further note: “Such ideas […] are of paramount importance in an era when 
contemporary geopolitics are dominated by manifold transnational concerns, ranging from 
terrorism to the global financial crisis, […] and the increasing number of migrants, stateless 
persons, and refugees occasioned by social, political, economic, or environmental precarity” (6). 
In light of our increasingly globalized precarity, transcultural memories have offered an 
alternative way of understanding the histories that have led us to this moment, allowing us to 
dwell in alternative temporalities that might unmake the hegemonic narratives that structure the 
world and create new transnational activist coalitions based on shared experiences and shared 
memories.  
The potential of transcultural memory to ethically and empathetically intervene in 
seemingly intractable global politics is temping, but such utopian aims might not always reflect 
the ways in which memories actually move within marginalized migrant and refugee 
communities. Erll herself cautions that travelling memory may not always lead to productive 
coalition building: “there is of course the option of misuses, the hijacking, or distortion of 
transcultural memory—and, perhaps more often than we think, its ‘idle running’: travel without 
effect” (15). Instances of mnemonic appropriation of trauma, colonialism, settler colonialism, 
slavery, exclusion, and dispossession are, indeed, rife, and while Erll’s point is well taken, it may 
not go far enough in elucidating power’s effect on memory’s travels, be it restriction or outright 
prohibition. Power’s effects on the formation of transcultural memory can most clearly be seen 
when Ghosh finds he cannot explain how the historical figure of the Sidi connects him to the 
Egyptian official sitting across the desk. In this vein, Bond, Craps, and Vermeulen remind 
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memory scholars that “it is important not to lose sight of the hegemonic dynamics of certain 
memory regimes and the power differentials between different memories and memory agents in 
the laudable move to embrace the ethical potential of transcultural paradigms of remembrance” 
(6). However, few transcultural studies of memory have centralized the question of power’s 
effects on memory transmission. It is my contention, then, that transcultural memories do not 
always move equally, nor do they always move at all, and we must conceptualize the 
transmission of memory within networks of power that patrol the boundaries between 
individuals, communities, states, and international politics. 
One difficulty confronting a study of power’s dynamics on the study of transcultural 
memory is the difficulty of tangibly locating the sites of transcultural exchange. Susannah 
Radstone addresses what it might mean to pinpoint sites where memory transmission occurs 
once memory is deracinated from state mechanisms of mnemonic management. In her essay, 
“What Place is This? Transcultural Memory and the Locations of Memory Studies,” Radstone 
urges memory scholars to reconsider the role of “location” in the transcultural turn so that we 
may tangibly envision what are otherwise mostly invisible processes of memory transmission. 
“[I]f these developments encourage us to perceive of cultural memory as a process, rather than 
site,” Radstone writes, “they also direct us to attend to those processes of encountering, 
negotiation, reading, viewing and spectatorship through which memories are, if you like, brought 
down to Earth” (111). By evoking “location,” Radstone is not necessarily advocating for a 
reification of physical sites as the preeminent sources of memory transmission so much as she is 
emphasizing the need to theorize alternative modes of interaction through which memories come 
into contact with each other, or, in other words, “travel.” In this way, Radstone seeks to uncover 
ways to reimagine sites of memory beyond the physical by evoking a sense of “locatedness”: “In 
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its turn to memory’s labyrinthine transnational and transcultural dimensions, memory research 
will find itself focusing on the locatedness of engagements with memories on the move, rather 
than with their ‘non-location’” (111). It thus becomes necessary to conceptualize what a 
transcultural or transnational “memory site” might look like once it is deterritorialized, 
decoupled from a physical location and hierarchies of power that patrol such sites within the 
aegis of the nation-state, and then reterritorialized through often ephemeral encounters that 
transcend the attendant biopolitical and geopolitical power dynamics that traditional memory 
sites are beholden to. Defining what forms these sites of exchange take, however, is another 
dimension of the transcultural turn that is just starting to gain critical attention. 
Such a reconceptualization of the locations of memory exchange is especially necessary 
for the study of migrant memories, as often migrant subjects are in transit and do not have access 
to the typical sites and sources of mnemonic preservation and dissemination. As Julia Creet 
observes in the collection Memory and Migration, “we can show that the manner in which 
memory travels is a quality of memory itself, not a flaw, not a lessening, not a shift in category, 
but constitutional, of memory, a constant constantly on the move, archiving itself rhizomatically” 
(6). Although memory is not diminished as it travels with migrating subjects, we must attend to 
the ways that these memories are “archived” and transmitted while in transit, especially as 
migrants must carefully maneuver across multiple physical and categorical borders. As Ghosh’s 
inability to access the Sidi’s tomb demonstrates, subjects in transit, even those in extremely 
privileged situations, often have difficulty accessing traditional sites of memory such as 
monuments, museums, and archives. As the editors of The Sun Never Sets: South Asian Migrants 
in an Age of U.S. Power make clear, sites of memory need to be imaginatively remapped to 
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accommodate the ways in which migrant and diasporic subjects have long negotiated a world 
increasingly hostile to their movements: 
Colonized and racialized people have long created their own maps to 
navigate landscapes of imperial power, even if these take different forms 
from those we expect of conventional cartography. Their maps emerge 
from everyday experience and are conveyed by word of mouth; they are 
used to move through and survive unfamiliar, often contentious terrain. 
[…][T]hey are cartographic processes in their own right, respectively 
unspooling and connecting people over space. As they move, settle, 
congregate, and spread, global migrants […] transform abstract and 
unwelcoming spaces into embodied places of daily life. (Bald, Chatterji, 
Reddy and Vimalassery 2) 
By creating their own imaginative cartographies that both circumvent and overlay traditional 
sites of memory, migrant, diasporic, and (post)colonial subjects have long created new spaces, 
vectors, and encounters to transmit their memories despite state and international forms of 
securitization and biopolitical management. In the process, these subjects in transit have 
maintained cohesive communities in often hostile environments while also forming new 
collective political and affective identifications with other populations based on shared memories 
of traumatic colonial pasts. This study, then, is sensitive to the creative and generative aspects of 
transcultural memory exchange as well as the prohibitive and destructive modes of securitization 
employed by states and international networks that dictate what can be remembered and how. 
From these methodologies I proffer the term “migrating memories” to nuance Erll’s conception 
of “travelling memories” in order to centralize the role that borders play in the transnational and 
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transcultural transmission of memory. As migrating subjects move through often hostile and 
unwelcoming environments, so, too, do memories encounter boundaries, walls, and security 
agents that prohibit their preservation and circulation. By emphasizing that migrating memories 
move along the same circuitous pathways as migrating subjects, this study hopes to explore how 
transnational South Asian authors envision the transmission of memory within and against the 
grain of institutional, biopolitical, and geopolitical structures of power. 
(Re)defining the Archive: Contemporary Transnational South Asian Literature 
This study specifically examines the transmission of transcultural memory in a corpus I 
am terming “contemporary transnational South Asian fiction,” an archive and methodological 
approach that focuses on a specific subset of highly mobile authors of South Asian descent. I 
address the implications of examining “contemporary” South Asian literature in what is usually 
defined as the traumatic rupture between ‘pre-’ and ‘post-’ September 11 contexts. Rather than 
reify this temporal divide, this project will examine how transnational South Asian literature has 
long depicted the securitization and disciplining of brown bodies, a global political agenda that 
only intensified after September 11. However, I also want to address how the larger global 
commemorative culture changed after September 11, marking a shift in traumatic discourses that 
forced these authors to articulate their historical experiences in new ways in order to appeal to a 
broader transnational reading public. This study, then, undertakes to present a protracted view of 
contemporary South Asian literature as it has been produced in the United States, Canada, 
England, and the subcontinent from the 1980s to the present in order to examine how the rise of 
neoliberal globalization, state multiculturalism, the impact of September 11, and the recent 
refugee crisis in Syria have all influenced the mnemonic politics represented in this literature. 
Finally, I conclude with a brief meditation as to why, specifically, I will be looking at fiction to 
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trace the possibilities of remembering against the grain of biopolitical and geopolitical structures 
of power. Fiction, I will argue, allows readers to imagine new political and mnemonic 
possibilities not available to securitized subjects in the present. Novels ultimately have the 
potential to become their own sites of traveling memory, subtly subverting the power structures 
that underlie a global literary marketplace increasingly preoccupied with postcolonial and world 
Anglophone literature that cater to predominantly Western readers by infecting it with 
suppressed traumatic histories that would not otherwise spread transnationally. 
First, in referring to “South Asia” throughout this project, I mean to evoke not just a 
geographical region generally acknowledged to include India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Sri 
Lanka, although other surrounding countries are sometimes incorporated, but also a transnational 
political identity developed through the creation and cohesion of diverse migrations and 
diasporas from this region. This layered history has produced a transnational constellation of 
identity formations that tie this heterogeneous region to other locations across the globe. Susan 
Koshy explains how the term “South Asian” is often deployed in diaspora studies to create a 
transnational political solidarity where such an identification is not often manifest:  
The term we use, ‘South Asian diaspora,’ encapsulates the difficulty of 
finding a political imaginary that can encompass these many histories of 
relocation. The rubric of South Asian diaspora uses a regional political 
identity to organize a multitude of diasporic formations that have seldom 
imagined themselves in those regional terms. […] The usefulness of the 
term ‘South Asian rather than ‘Indian,’ ‘Sri Lankan,’ ‘Pakistani,’ or 
‘Bangladeshi’ is that it captures the transposability that immigrants 
encountered, the gaze that turned Sri Lankan, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, or 
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Indian into a Hindu [… or] Paki. It also points to a common history of 
colonialism as the impetus for the dispersals that produced the diaspora. 
(9) 
Deploying the term “South Asian” to describe the varied migrations and diasporas from this 
region is a way to acknowledge the diverse political identities that become bound together 
through travel to, and settlement in, places both within and outside the subcontinent, while also 
acknowledging a shared history of colonization and postcolonial political upheaval that led to the 
mass dispersal of people. To Koshy, the evocation of a common regional identity is both a 
reaction to the gaze of colonizer and host societies, as well as a means through which scholars 
can acknowledge the fraught national identities within these historical diasporas. In fact, Koshy 
acknowledges, “diasporas have preceded and followed the formation of nations,” making South 
Asia as a regional identity uniquely “transnational” as state borders have shifted from the 
Partition of India in 1947 to the creation of Bangladesh following the War of Independence in 
1971 (Koshy 9). My evocation of a South Asian regionality is also influenced by Gayatri 
Gopinath’s “critical regionalism” that “challenges area studies scholarship that remains overly 
nation-centric and that elides the function of transnational and diasporic flows as they remake 
even the most apparently ‘local’ of sites” (“Who’s Your Daddy?” 277). The critical deployment 
of “South Asia” here is thus sensitive to the overdetermination of national identities in the study 
of diasporic identity, and deploys a regional analysis “to foreground alternative solidarities and 
affiliations in the shadow of resurgent nationalisms” that can conform to the conservative politics 
of homogenization and assimilation espoused by home or host nations (“Who’s Your Daddy?” 
277). While the authors in this study predominantly have Indian and Pakistani identities, or 
hyphenated identities, my use of “South Asian” corresponds to the ways in which their works 
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enter into a larger transnational dialogue that not only encompasses the South Asian region, but 
also acknowledges the interconnected and transformative forces of colonization, imperialism, 
neo-imperialism, globalization, and diasporic dispersal that link this region to other physical and 
imaginative locations, where other identities and regionalities become connected and 
disconnected by transit. 
 Furthermore, I classify the literature under review here, as well as my methodology, as 
“transnational,” rather than “immigrant” or “diasporic,” the more common terminology 
associated with writers who trace their ancestry to this region. I do so in order to highlight the 
contemporary material conditions of the authors and their work, as well as to expose how this 
literature initiates a political dialogue that spans multiple nations, cultures, and regions. Recently, 
many studies such as Pei-Chen Liao’s ‘Post’-9/11 South Asian Diasporic Fiction (2013) 
uncritically deploy the term “diasporic” to describe contemporary South Asian authors, such as 
Mohsin Hamid, without attending to the actual definition and historical implications of 
“diaspora.” Diaspora specifically evokes a set of criteria related to the dispersal of Jews, 
although it has been applied more liberally in postcolonial studies to generally describe “the 
forced dispersion” or exile of people from their nations of origin, the existence and perpetuation 
of a “collective memory which transmits both the historical facts that precipitated the dispersion 
and a cultural heritage” to maintain a cohesive community, and finally the inability to return, 
both physically and psychically, to the place of origin (Chaliand and Rageau qtd. in Rai and 
Reeves 1). While some concepts developed by diaspora studies remain vital to this study of 
memory amongst a transnational South Asian community, including the notion of a constitutive 
collective memory that travels with immigrants to their host countries, I want to highlight the 
fact that not all South Asian subjects abroad, or even the South Asian authors discussed here, fit 
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the strict definition of, or identify themselves as “diasporic.” For instance, Pakistani authors such 
as Mohsin Hamid and Kamila Shamsie hold dual citizenship and are able to “return” to their 
“countries of origin” at will, however problematic the concept of a “nation of origin” might be 
for these transnational figures or how difficult their journey to attain dual citizenship was.2 
Hamid in particular is the definition of a transnational figure, having been born in Pakistan, 
raised and educated for long periods in America, and, after receiving dual-British citizenship in 
2006, splits his time between Lahore, London, and New York.3  
Alternatively, author Hari Kunzru was born in London to an Indian father and a British 
mother, but has lived and worked in New York for the past decade. Given his biography, Kunzru 
has explicitly refused to identify as “diasporic” even when the literary marketplace attempts to 
impose this identity on him. During a roundtable on the concept of “diaspora” in 2014, Kunzru 
dryly stated: “clearly, by the strict definition of diaspora I can’t… I should just leave. I have no 
myth of origin I am […] clinging to” (“Defining Diaspora” np). Rather, he sees his role “as a 
writer to […] start writing some positive myths of non-origin,” thereby aligning himself with a 
more transnational and cosmopolitan identity (“Defining Diaspora” np).4 Moving beyond the 
notion of “diaspora” also allows us as memory scholars to envision how memory functions when 
it is no longer deployed to maintain a cohesive immigrant identity in host nations and is able to 
                                               
2 In an article for the Guardian, Shamsie outlines the difficulty she faced applying for British citizenship in the mid-
2000s: “I wasn’t prepared for the mutable nature of immigration laws, and their ability to make migrants feel 
perpetually insecure, particularly as the rhetoric around migration mounted” (Shamsie np). 
3 Hamid outlines his early biography in his essay “Once Upon a Life,” describing how he was born in Pakistan and 
moved as a young child to California for six years when his father was a graduate student at Stanford University. As 
an adult, he has split his time between Lahore, New York, and London. Even though his transnational identity might 
signal a certain form of privilege, Hamid firmly connects these cities through their implication in the post-September 
11 War-on-Terror: “I have lived in Pakistan during its recent and most intense period of terrorist activity and drone 
strikes, in London during the years on either side of the 2005 public transport bombings, and in New York in the era 
that came to an end with the attacks on the World Trade Center of 2001” (“My Foreign Correspondence” 6). 
4 In a personal interview with Kunzru, he explained that he does not want his ethnicity to dictate his subject matter, 
once again emphasizing his interest in “non-origins” (“Defining Diaspora” np). Accordingly, since the publication 
of Transmission in 2004, Kunzru has not written a novel explicitly about South Asian characters, preferring instead 
to write about “anything else” (Personal Interview np).  
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circulate to other cultural communities to create new mnemonic, affective, and political 
coalitions based on shared memories and experiences. Even though these figures do not fit 
within, or even refuse to conform to, the conventional definitions of “diaspora,” it remains a 
useful and necessary category in the study of contemporary migration and globalization and will 
continue to inform current scholarship on transnationalism. While some of the literature I 
examine is disaporic in its subject matter and some authors discussed may identify as 
“diasporic,” I describe the larger body of literature under review here as “transnational” to better 
attend to the material conditions of these authors, as well as the thematic and political aims of 
their works as they attempt to build transcultural connections across (post)colonial and 
immigrant communities. 
Aside from addressing the material conditions of these authors, I also use the term 
“transnational” to imply the movement of memory within and beyond multiple physical and 
conceptual borders. Diasporic subjects are often seen as trapped within a binary of home and 
host nations, their place of “origin” and their place of “exile.” A transnational framework 
destabilizes this binary, exposing the ways in which the imaginative and figurative modes of 
transcultural memory transmission in these works incite affective identifications beyond the 
home/host nation binary to include other diasporic, migrant, subaltern, and transnational 
communities. As Rajesh Rai and Peter Reeves argue, “While diaspora acts as a historical 
precursor to transnationalism in terms of the study of the international movement of people, the 
corpus of transnational literature has tended to focus on the greater ‘connectedness’ evident in 
the contemporary experience of migration” (5). This study thus deploys a transnational lens to 
focus on the “greater connectedness” that the transmission of transcultural memory promises 
beyond national borders and binaries of home/host countries to examine how seemingly 
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disparate communities are both joined and implicated in the memories and histories of others. 
Most importantly, this study is also sensitive to the transnational experience of those who stay 
still, who do not move or migrate but acutely experience the forces of globalization, neoliberal 
capitalism, as well as the long shadow of colonialism that together transect the local. These 
subjects may not migrate in a traditional sense, but they are still affected by systems of power 
that underpin contemporary life, determining their destinies as well as their perceptions of the 
past and hopes for the future. 
 Within this framework, this archive provides a unique perspective on the transmission of 
transcultural memory for two reasons; first, South Asian migrant and diasporic formations 
illustrate the longer historical processes of globalization from multiple locations spanning the 
center and periphery; and second, the South Asian community has long been subject to national 
and international securitization in their movements and memories, a condition that was only 
exacerbated after September 11, 2001. Koshy argues that a transnational perspective of the South 
Asian diaspora can provide valuable insight into the longer histories of globalization and 
migration. The South Asian diaspora, she argues, “offers us a ‘history of the present’ because 
[its] emergence coincides with the longue durée of globalization; but their movements and 
communities-in-displacement offer an unusual vantage point on this history because they map 
less familiar passages linking the peripheries to each other and to the centre” (34). Networks of 
South Asian migration, according to Koshy, provide a counter-narrative to dominant 
understandings of globalization, charting alternate formations and directionalities, including 
migrating memories, that have existed alongside these established historical processes. As Ghosh 
finds when tracing the story of Bomma, the South Asian diaspora is exemplary of a counter-
history of movements, memories, and affective connections. Additionally, this history exists 
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alongside imposed limitations that have long defined this community in transit, as Koshy further 
argues: “These mobilities in turn engendered forms of attachment that offer a critique of 
dominant scripts of belonging by pointing to their exclusions or through recasting them in more 
expansive terms” (34-35). South Asian communities, whether diasporic, migrant, or static, have 
a long history of forming mnemonic networks through the push and pull of colonialism and 
globalization, and as a result, this archive is particularly suited to explore transcultural memory 
as it migrates across multiple national and cultural boundaries that impose contradictory 
discourses of belonging. 
 A study of contemporary South Asian literature must grapple with the shift in global 
politics ushered in by the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. While the securitization and 
biopolitical management of South Asian subjects has a long history, the intensification of these 
exclusionary measures after September 11 has brought a new critical urgency to the study of 
these historical processes and their present incarnations. Many critics have commented on the 
precarious status of South Asians in the wake of September 11, noting not only the exclusionary 
policies enacted by various states that keep these subjects from migrating, but also the systematic 
violence many South Asian subjects experienced in their host countries. Junaid Rana notes, 
“After September 11, 2001, […] a reign of domestic terror that targeted Muslim Americans and 
those who appeared Muslim inaugurated a twenty-first-century racial order. […R]acial violence 
became routinized for a broad group of South Asians, Arabs, and Muslims” (325). This threat of 
violence was coupled with deportation and other exclusionary state policies, as Liao observes: 
“In response to the events of 11 September, both [the United States and England] have 
incessantly made calls to protect their ‘homelands’ and to secure their citizens […by] tightening 
immigration policies, and sanctioning diasporic communities” (6). According to Rana, the 
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policies of exclusion enacted by the United States traveled transnationally, offering “a warning to 
migrants of the dangers of the U.S. immigration system and the brutality of the policing powers 
of the state,” thereby disrupting migration flows and instilling a deep ambivalence in South 
Asian migrant subjects (326-327). The United States was not alone in enacting exclusionary 
immigration policies; in fact their securitizing policies were exported and adopted by other 
Western nations that had a long history of South Asian migration, including England and 
Canada, where older tragedies were resurrected to justify increased border security and the 
domestic management of black and brown citizens. What is more, it is not simply the physical 
presence of South Asian subjects in Western host countries that posed an alleged threat following 
September 11; as Koshy reminds us, their transnational affiliations within and beyond their 
diasporic communities were treated with suspicion as well: “In the post-9/11 era,” Koshy writes, 
“Western host countries have put the diasporic affiliations of South Asians on the political 
agenda as a national security issue,” effectively forcing South Asian migrants to choose between 
the politics and kinship networks of their home and host nations (11). Because of the heightened 
securitization South Asian communities faced in the wake of the tragedy, the literature produced 
by transnational South Asian authors is invaluable to any study seeking to understand the 
transmission of memory against structures of state and geopolitical power in our post-September 
11 global context. 
 This discussion of the post-September 11 exclusion of migrant South Asian subjects 
helps clarify why I use the term “contemporary” in this study to define my archive; while I 
envision this dissertation to be a post-September 11 project in that it is deeply informed by the 
increased securitization South Asian subjects experienced after the 2001 attacks, I am also aware 
of the ways in which these policies are engrained in longer historical practices aimed at policing 
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migrant subjects. Even though there is an impetus to view September 11 as a traumatic rupture 
demarking a temporal sense of “before” and “after” in global politics, these post-September 11 
policies proved to be merely an intensification of previous securitization measures and state-
sponsored violence. The editors of The Sun Never Sets: South Asian Migrants in an Age of U.S. 
Power make this history clear by calling “into question the notion that the war on immigrants 
following the attacks of September 11, 2001 constituted a historical break with the past or that 
the policies that the United States pursued in the wake were exceptional” (Bald, Chatterji, 
Reddy, and Vimalassery 11). Rana reiterates this observation, stating that the violence and policy 
changes South Asian subjects faced in the aftermath of September 11 were nothing new: 
“Couched within the practices and history of racial violence and terror in the United States, such 
attacks [on South Asian migrants] follow a long lineage of disciplining and retribution used to 
control communities of color” (326). The post-September 11 securitization of South Asian 
bodies and identities is just one, albeit heightened, example of a long history of biopolitical and 
geopolitical control that has long determined the patterns of migration and treatment of racial 
minorities in not only the United States, but as I will argue, other Western nations as well. 
Given the longer histories of racism, exclusion, and state control, many scholars of the 
post-September 11 South Asian diaspora have attempted to disrupt the notion of a traumatic 
rupture posed by the attacks, demonstrating that for these migrant communities, this date takes 
on a different temporal significance. Liao specifically seeks to undermine the division between 
‘pre’- and ‘post’-September 11 in the South Asian diasporic literary imaginary, arguing that “the 
term ‘post-9/11’ hints at the presumption that ‘9/11’ is not only a major world event but a 
determining marker of the twenty-first century, to which the world’s innumerable cultures and 
countries are subordinated” (19). In order to disrupt this imposed division, Liao attempts to 
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redefine the critical use of “post-” in the context of September 11: “I understand the meaning of 
‘post-’ as ‘against’ the uniqueness of 9/11” and that “‘post-9/11’ South Asian diasporic fictions 
reach beyond the politics of dating ‘9/11,’ namely the American-centric view of the world and 
global belonging, while representing the global impact of 9/11 and the War on Terror” (1, 19). 
Despite attempts to destabilize the “American-centric” temporality of September 11 as it travels 
globally, many examinations of South Asian literature produced in the wake of September 11, 
including Liao’s, focus solely on literature produced after the events, not before. These studies 
thus unintentionally reify September 11 as a substantive rupture, rather than an intensification of 
already in-place mechanisms of power and control. They also predominantly focus on literature 
depicting the American and British South Asian experience, rather than place this literature in 
conversation with South Asian literature produced from the subcontinent as well as other 
Western nations, such as Canada, that would further nuance our understanding of the multivalent 
histories of South Asian immigration and the global impact of September 11. By placing South 
Asian literature within a larger transnational dialogue, we can see how many minority and 
migrating communities have long experienced exclusionary measures on top of an increased 
post-September 11 security, all of which has the potential to unite these groups through shared 
traumatic memories, thus building a mnemonic space where new political coalitions can express 
their visions of a more inclusive and equitable future. 
I argue that in order to understand the longer histories and larger global implications of 
the attacks and their aftermath, one needs to also examine literature that comes before September 
11 that attends to the histories of state and geopolitical power that represent modes of exclusion 
and enhanced securitization that preexisted the War-on-Terror. This expansion of the “post-
September 11” archive allows us to both track the traditions of bio- and geo-politics that migrant 
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subjects have long lived under and circumvented, as well as trace the hidden histories of 
mnemonic transmission that predate and survive into our contemporary era. This longer 
historical lens allows us to dwell in the experienced temporalities of South Asian subjects, a 
condition that is necessary for the comprehensive study of representations of pre- and post-
September 11 memory transmission in South Asian literature. In this sense, I take a cue from 
Erll’s notion of “travelling memory” when she warns,  
If we want to understand ‘9/11,’ […] we must naturally look at certain 
mental, discursive, and habitual paradigms that were formed in long 
historical processes—via cultural memory, as it were. We must try to 
understand the different ways in which people handle time, and this 
refers not only to their ‘working through the past,’ but also include their 
understanding of the present and visions of the future. (5) 
To take into account these “long historical processes” that are recorded in the “cultural memory” 
of these authors and their subjects, I define “contemporary” for this study as starting in the 
1980s, a period marked by the intensification of neoliberalism and the rise of state 
multiculturalism, two forces that work in tandem to mandate what Puar terms a “racial amnesia 
and other forms of forgetting” that result in the “fractioning, or disassembly into fractals” of 
political and affective communities along ethnic and political lines (26). The literature under 
examination here thus starts in 1988, marking the publication of Bharati Mukherjee’s “The 
Management of Grief,” which emerged from the 1985 bombing Air India Flight 182, and 
concludes in 2017 with the recent publication of Mohsin Hamid’s acclaimed novel, Exit West, 
which addresses the ongoing refugee crisis in Syria. By redefining the longue durée of 
September 11 literature, this project aims to create a more comprehensive temporal framework 
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through which we can envision modes of transcultural memory transmission and community 
building within the longer historical processes of globalization transnational South Asian 
subjects have been living under, dynamics that determine how they can remember their past and 
imagine their future. 
Fiction as a Deterritorialized Site of Migrating Memories 
This study reads contemporary transnational South Asian fiction within the framework of 
migrating memories in order to excavate suppressed and forgotten histories that are transmitted 
in this literature. I predominantly draw on fiction throughout this study because it allows for 
imaginative and figurative renderings of memory transmission that may not be materially 
available to marginalized and securitized subjects in the present. While physical sites of memory, 
such as the Sidi’s tomb in Ghosh’s text, are inaccessible to the author and his audience, Ghosh 
transforms this site to transmit his experience of exclusion and securitization, and in the process, 
communicates the hierarchies of power that underlie his encounter with the Egyptian soldiers. 
Additionally, literature is itself a mode of commemoration, of creating and passing down 
collective memory amongst migrant communities, as Susan Friedman makes clear: 
“Communities in transit develop a culture of collective memory, mechanisms for passing on a 
heritage through the generations. Oral and written traditions—especially storytelling and 
literature—play a central role in articulating that collective memory” (278, emphasis mine). For 
individuals and communities in transit, literature has long provided an archive for preserving and 
transmitting history. Finally, coinciding with the international expansion of markets has come 
“the globalization of publishing […which] generates immigrating books as well as immigrating 
writers” (Walkowitz 533). In other words, fiction has itself become a traveling site of memory, a 
way in which transnational authors and global audiences can form new mnemonic communities 
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and affective political alliances. Because of its imaginative possibilities and circulatory nature, 
fiction presents unique mnemonic potential against national and global securitization that enforce 
modes of remembrance and forgetting, thereby opening up new worlds of possibility. However, 
despite fiction’s ability to circulate in a global literary marketplace, it is still bound by multiple 
structures of institutional power that have a profound impact on the material dynamics of a 
book’s travels, while also dictating the narrative parameters within which authors are able to 
publish. In this way, fiction is a migrating site of memory because it is transmitted within 
structures of power that allow some memories to be represented as a radical presence while 
others are recorded as a searing absence. Through these representative dynamics, fiction depicts 
modes of transmission against the tides of forgetting while also highlighting methods of enforced 
forgetting that produce caesuras in the public imaginary. Transnational South Asian fiction is 
thus emblematic of more than the transnational travel of memory; it is indicative of memory’s 
migration across multiple borders and structures of power. 
Ghosh’s example of the Sidi’s tomb once again demonstrates the power of literature as a 
deterritorialized site of memory against the limited potential of a traditional site of memory. 
While Ghosh is not able to visit the tomb, he still concludes his narrative recollection by 
marveling at the perseverance of this site despite the local, national, international, and 
institutional forces that restrict his access. “It seemed uncanny,” Ghosh reflects, “that I had never 
known all those years that in defiance of the enforcers of History, a small remnant of Bomma’s 
world had survived, not far from where I had been living” in Egypt (342). Even though he is 
unable to visit the tomb himself, Ghosh posits that excavation of the material traces of the 
historical vestiges of Bomma’s era that survive to today is enough to bring the past into the 
present. However, this closing vignette does not necessarily point to the neat conclusion Ghosh 
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or his readers hope for, and instead underlines the numerous historical interferences and 
contemporary modes of securitization that suspend the wished-for conclusion: the resumption of 
transcultural and interreligious comingling of seemingly disparate Indian Ocean communities. 
The tomb, therefore, remains elusive in the present, unable to fully bring this history to the fore, 
and Ghosh must be content with conveying the Sidi’s transcultural and migratory history through 
writing his “History in the Guise of a Traveler’s Tale,” a book that is not quite history, not quite 
fiction. In essence, by publishing his experience, Ghosh succeeds where the physical tomb 
cannot; it is only by transmitting the history of the Sidi through his text that Ghosh can draw 
connections between cultures and religions that circumvent the material limitations of the tomb, 
while also highlighting the nexuses of state and global structures of power that restrict access to 
the site. In this way, Ghosh transmits deterritorialized memories of the transcultural history of 
Medieval Indian Ocean trade routes to contemporary readers through a fictional wish fulfillment, 
yet this figurative portrayal conveys to the reader that these traces of the past remain faint and 
forbidden in our current global political climate, possible only in figurative renderings and 
imaginary recoveries. 
Despite the imaginative possibilities fiction holds for representing suppressed histories 
and mnemonic dynamics, we must remember that novels are a commodity, and thus operate 
within systems of global capital and power. Obviously, the international literary marketplace 
determines whose work can be published and what shape that work may take, but this is 
especially the case for South Asian authors. As Kunzru makes clear in an interview, his first 
novel, The Impressionist (2002), was written to capitulate to the demands of his publisher, a 
proposition that presented him with a double bind:  
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Ever since the publication of Midnight’s Children [in 1981], writers of 
South Asian descent have had privileged access to the book market in a 
way that, for example, the writers of Africa haven’t.5 There’s a trap here, 
too, in that you’re only allowed to talk about and relate to certain ethnic 
and race issues. (Aldama and Kunzru 116) 
While Kunzru has been granted access to the global literary marketplace because of his unique 
transnational South Asian identity, a privilege that is shared by many authors under consideration 
here, it comes at a price: for his first novel, Kunzru was encouraged by his publishers to produce 
a stereotypical “postcolonial” and “South Asian” narrative that conformed to perceived market 
demands.6 In order to get his first book published, Kunzru had to ascribe to a limited generic 
structure that determined what characters he could represent, what memories and experiences he 
could convey. Despite these constraints, Kunzru admits that his access to the literary market as a 
“South Asian” and “postcolonial” author is greatly contrasted with the limited access of other 
more marginalized authors. However, Kunzru’s point that South Asian voices have been 
particularly fetishized in postcolonial studies and the publishing industry is well taken, especially 
because this access is due to several material factors, including their histories as postcolonial 
subjects from English-speaking colonies, as well as their transnational mobility that confers them 
with the status of a “native informant” to the longue durée of globalization and the post-
September 11 War-on-Terror. As critics of World Literature such as David Damrosch and 
Pascale Casanova note, these markers of material and linguistic privilege are all factors that 
                                               
5 The past few years has seen an increase in commercial popularity of postcolonial literature from Africa, including 
literature written by such transnational figures as Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (Half a Yellow Sun and Americanah) 
and Yaa Gyasi (Homegoing), to name a few. 
6 In a personal interview, Kunzru admits that The Impressionist was not the first novel he pitched to publishers, but 
it was specifically produced to meet market demands placed on South Asian novelists. However, he was granted 
some artistic leeway in that he was able to treat many postcolonial touchstones with some ironic distance: “They 
wanted elephants,” he says, “I gave them fucking elephants” (np). 
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facilitate the global circulation and international readership of these texts over other postcolonal 
literatures.7 While on the one hand South Asian authors are granted access to publishing markets, 
the dynamics of the double bind they face leaves a palpable imprint on the texts they create, 
determining what memories they can represent and convey to a broader transnational audience.  
Power differentials thus mark the international circulation of literature, where certain 
narratives can travel and others cannot, dramatically shaping literature as it is produced, 
published, and packaged for international audiences. Within these institutional systems, the 
narratives most at risk of censorship or “idle running” are precisely those that portray traumatic 
memories that run counter to hegemonic understandings of the past. It is thus important to note 
that transnational South Asian authors are operating within dynamics that Terri Tomsky terms 
the “trauma economy,” where certain narratives and memories of violent pasts travel more 
readily than others. “Theorists and scholars have already noted the emergence, circulation and 
effects of traumatic memories,” Tomsky writes,  
but little attention has been paid to the travelling itself. This is a concern 
since the movement of any memory must always occur within a material 
framework. The movement of memories is enabled by infrastructure of 
power, and consequently mediated and consecrated through institutions. 
So, while some existing theories of traumatic memory have made those 
                                               
7 Damrosch broadly defines “World Literature to encompass all literary works that circulate beyond their culture of 
origin, either in translation or in their original language,” however, works that are written in, or translated into 
English enjoy an especially privileged position in the contemporary monolingual marketplace (4). Likewise, 
Casanova argues that publishing markets highlight structures of power that define what literature and languages can 
travel: “In this broader perspective literary frontiers come into view that are independent of political boundaries, 
dividing the world that is secret and perceptible by all (especially its most dispossessed members); territories whose 
sole value and sole resource is literature, ordered by power relations that nonetheless govern the form of the texts 
that are written in and circulate throughout these lands; a world that has its own capital, its own provinces and 
borders, in which languages become instruments of power” (4). Texts may travel, but they do so along routes of 
power and privilege. 
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determining politics and policies visible, we still don’t fully comprehend 
the travel of memory in a global age of media, information networks and 
communicative capitalism. (50) 
Works by South Asian authors are still beholden to material circumstances such as global politics 
and market demands that determine how their works travel and what memories they can present. 
The transmission of memory within South Asian literature thus must be placed within dynamics 
of power that are not always visible, but as Tomsky notes, may become visible through tangible 
moments of tension, and it is precisely in these moments that memory scholars can intervene. 
Given explicit market demands placed on authors by publishing houses, scholars must be attuned 
to the subtle approaches these works make when critiquing institutions of power that determine 
which narratives can travel and which cannot; often these instances are small or fleeting, yet hold 
enormous critical and mnemonic potential to expose the structures of power that are operating 
within the global memory field. Accordingly, Tomsky argues that when tracing “travelling 
trauma […] we need to affirm the occurrence of transgressive possibilities, fulfilled or not, 
whether in the form of fleeting transcultural affinities or in the efforts to locate the inherent 
tensions within a system where such travel occurs” (51). It is by locating these fleeting 
connections, moments of tension, and transgressive possibilities that we can begin to uncover the 
material circumstances through which traumatic memories travel, revealing the structures of 
power that dictate our views of the past and hopes for the future.  
Ultimately, by concluding In an Antique Land with the vignette at the Sidi’s tomb, 
Ghosh’s non-fiction project veers into the realm of wishful optimism that defines the fiction 
under consideration here. As I argued earlier, Ghosh’s figurative re-inscription of the 
transcultural memory site occurs against the backdrop of actual historical processes of 
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securitization and exclusion that persist despite Ghosh’s best efforts. Despite Ghosh’s figurative 
attempts to resurrect the transcultural dimensions of the tomb, the site remains mnemonically 
contested and foreclosed. In 2012, twenty years after the publication of Ghosh’s travelogue and 
after the Arab Spring transformed the region, the Associated Press reported that the Egyptian 
Foreign Ministry “told Israel that it would not be ‘appropriate’ for Israeli pilgrims to make an 
annual visit to the tomb of […the Sidi]” and Egyptian activists protested and blocked the routes 
of pilgrims (np). Furthermore, Gamal Heshmat, an official of the Muslim Brotherhood, went so 
far as to say, “Normalization (of relations) with Israel is forced on the people, and the visits too 
come against the will of the people and despite popular rejection” (np). The current possibility 
for the tomb to act as a site of interreligious comingling, then, remains deeply contentious and 
the future of Jewish pilgrims traveling to the site precarious. We must remember that Ghosh 
never saw the tomb himself, and the possibility of the transcultural alliances he points to may 
only exist in his imagination, but by expressing his hopes for recovering these intertwined 
histories, Ghosh still points the way for new ethical modes of belonging in the contemporary 
world. The ultimate failure of the tomb to act as a site of transcultural connection in the text 
might be due to the fact that In an Antique Land is predominantly a work of non-fiction; Ghosh’s 
fictional work published since has sought to not only excavate these histories of cross-cultural 
connection, but to also posit futures where these networks might survive and flourish, despite 
structures of colonial and neoliberal power that attempt to rend migrating subjects apart. Fiction, 
then, holds potential to envision the migration of memories and histories that have been 
suppressed, partitioned, or otherwise forgotten, thereby highlighting the politics of the present 




Chapter Breakdown: Tracing Migrating Memories and Transcultural Possibilities 
 While the migration of memories relies on the imaginative and figurative dimensions of 
literature to make the transmission of these suppressed memories visible and tangible to a global 
audience, the memories at stake in this study have material consequences and political urgency 
for South Asian communities around the globe. To illustrate the real-life stakes traumatic 
memories hold for transnational South Asian subjects, Chapter 2, “‘This is a Dirge for the 
World… This is Saga, for a Nation’: The Air India Tragedy and the (Im)mobilization of 
Transnational Memory,” examines the 1985 bombing of Air India Flight 182 as an example of 
the failure of state and international agencies to properly acknowledge and commemorate a 
transnational tragedy. In the bombing’s immediate aftermath, families of the predominantly 
Indo-Canadian victims languished in an administrative limbo between the binary of home and 
host nations: Canada, their adopted nation, saw the victims as foreigners, not citizens, and India, 
their ancestral homeland, sought to disclaim its implication in a bombing that was a direct result 
of its state-sponsored violence against Sikhs, preferring instead to see the event as an act of 
“international terrorism dislocated from the nation” (Seshia 223). As a result of this transnational 
disavowal, it took over twenty years for the victims’ families to gain proper recognition of their 
losses when the Canadian government officially acknowledged the event as a domestic tragedy. 
However, this later, limited recognition worked to justify Canada’s increased post-September 11 
domestic security that further marginalized the Indo-Canadian community and other South Asian 
immigrants from the national imaginary, echoing the long history of Canada’s exclusionary 
immigration policies the state enacted that specifically targeted South Asian populations. 
Tracing the ongoing transnational responses to the tragedy, I examine how state and 
international discourses shifted over time, from the immediate wake of the bombing in 1985 to 
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the tragedy’s assimilation into the Canadian imaginary after September 11. I further argue that 
Canada’s belated official acts such as state apologies, juridical proceedings, and state-sponsored 
memorials, which sought to incorporate the tragedy into the national consciousness, 
paradoxically came at the further exclusion of certain racialized subjects. In the case of Air India, 
state-sponsored acts of commemoration have been an alibi for the state’s continued anti-Asian 
racism and settler colonial policies, an unforeseen consequence of earlier attempts by the Indo-
Canadian community to have their tragedy mourned by their adopted nation. Given the 
difference in pre- and post-September 11 responses to this tragedy, Air India gives us a unique 
perspective on the longue durée of the transnational South Asian experience, where the turn of 
the century expulsion of Sikh immigrants from Canada, the Partition of India in 1947, and the 
anti-Sikh violence that pervaded the subcontinent in the early 1980s together resulted in an 
international tragedy that further traumatized South Asian migrant and diasporic subjects. The 
decades-long quest to have the tragedy recognized by the international community has also 
highlighted how South Asian subjects have navigated the post-September 11 political landscape, 
especially as colonial histories continue to define the economic and diplomatic relationship 
between India and Canada. Given the complex history of this tragedy, I juxtapose earlier Air 
India literature with later, post-recognition literature, to examine how fiction evolves to confront 
the global politics of the present. By starting with Bharati Mukherjee’s short story, “The 
Management of Grief” (1988), which was published in the searing aftermath of the bombing, and 
considering in relation to later literature published after Canada’s official recognition, including 
Renée Sarojini Saklikar’s poetry collection, Children of Air India (2013), Anita Rau Badami’s 
Can You Hear the Nightbird Call? (2006), and Padma Viswanathan’s The Ever After of Ashwin 
Rao (2014), we can see a definitive shift in authorial politics; where Mukherjee advocates for 
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Canada’s recognition of the tragedy at the state-level, later authors focus on placing the tragedy 
within a longer history of transnational violence, demanding that the tragedy be understood 
within an international constellation of causes and effects that can still be felt today within and 
beyond the binary of home and host nations. These later literary works thus enact figurative 
modes of mnemonic resistance against intertwined national and international power structures 
that dictate how the tragedy should be remembered both within the aegis of the state and in the 
international consciousness, expanding their scope to adapt to contemporary transnational 
politics. Ultimately, these later works point the way towards a transcultural solidarity built upon 
the recognition of shared memories of violence and trauma that shadow South Asian 
communities at home and in transit. 
Moving from official acts of state recognition and reconciliation, Chapter 3, “Migrations 
from Text to Art: Hari Kunzru’s Memory Palace and the Transformation of an Imperial Site of 
Memory,” explores how South Asian authors reimagine traditional memory sites to be more 
inclusive of suppressed traumatic memories of colonization and imperialism. As state-sponsored 
memory sites are often physically and ideologically inaccessible to migrants, exploring how such 
subjects reimagine traditional lieux de memoire demonstrates how they navigate structures of 
power to transmit their own suppressed memories. This chapter specifically examines Hari 
Kunzru’s novella, Memory Palace (2013), and the exhibit it inspired at the Victoria and Albert 
Museum (V&A) of the same name, where twenty international artists and collectives translated 
Kunzru’s work into various mediums to create “an immersive narrative experience” in the 
gallery space (Newell and Salazar 85). Displaying this subversive text and exhibit in a museum, 
especially an imperial institution such as the V&A, serves to critique museums as hegemonic 
sites of memory. As many museum studies scholars note, “Museums are not neutral in their 
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preservation of history. In fact, arguably, they are sites of forgetfulness and fantasy” where South 
Asian history is often marginalized or Orientalized to be palatable for a privileged white Western 
gaze (Kassim np). Together, the novella and exhibit problematize the V&A’s history of 
acquiring objects through often violent imperial endeavors, forcing visitors to contemplate the 
origins of this museum and its sparsely contextualized collection. This chapter thus uncovers the 
mnemonic residue of colonialism’s insidious violence in sites of state remembrance, 
demonstrating how postcolonial subjects can imaginatively repurpose such spaces to transmit 
their memories of traumatic pasts through the transformative power of fiction. Contrasted with 
this utopian vision of imaginative transformation, however, is the limited circulation of Kunzru’s 
novella and the ephemerality of the exhibition, both of which emphasize the difficulty of 
permanently transforming such codified colonial institutions. 
Memory can be difficult to “locate” beyond physical sites and objects, a fact I will 
address in Chapter 4, “Contagions, Computer Viruses, and Infectious Agents: Transcultural 
Memory Transmission in Amitav Ghosh’s Calcutta Chromosome and Hari Kunzru’s 
Transmission.” This chapter traces the representative strategies authors employ to visualize the 
transmission of memory across temporal, national, and cultural borders to unite seemingly 
disparate subaltern populations. Moving beyond official acts of commemoration and physical 
sites of memory, this chapter explores how metaphors of illness, once used to stigmatize 
populations, become a form of transcultural memory transmission in Ghosh’s The Calcutta 
Chromosome (1995) and Kunzru’s Transmission (2004). This chapter outlines both novels’ rich 
historicization of colonial medicine and the subsequent institutionalization of globalized 
healthcare as they have both pathologized (post)colonial populations through taxonomies of 
health and illness. Despite the modes of biopolitical control each of these medical systems 
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impose, I demonstrate how metaphors of contagion in these novels paradoxically generate 
transcultural connection, uniting subaltern subjects through shared symptoms and shared 
memories. Additionally, I argue that placing these texts in conversation with each other 
highlights how contagious memories migrate and mutate across centuries and borders to expose 
structures of medicinal power that have sought to codify certain historical narratives, from 
nineteenth-century European colonial medicine, to the late-twentieth-century neo-imperial 
systems of globalized healthcare, and finally, to our contemporary era of atomized national 
security and quarantine ushered in by the post-September 11 War-on-Terror. By tracing the 
metaphor of contagious memory transmission across these texts, then, demonstrates alternative 
embodied archives of remembrance that actively contest hegemonic structures of (post)colonial 
power, and in the process, form new mnemonic and political collectivities amongst migrating 
and subaltern subjects. 
I conclude this study by exploring the material possibilities of an ethical cross-cultural 
transmission of memory by examining the material conditions that make such exchanges 
(im)possible in the emergent twenty-first century. As Rothberg rightly argues, any study of 
transcultural memory must also attend to the material conditions that make such connections 
(im)possible. “We need to ask,” Rothberg writes, “what are the material conditions—social, 
economic, political—that lead to memory conflict and what are the material conditions in which 
ethical approaches to the past become possible?” (Moses and Rothberg 33). While many of this 
dissertation’s case studies examine the successful transmission of memory, or least, posit 
ephemeral modes of mnemonic exchange that bring communities together, the conclusion will 
examine the material conditions brought about by policies enacted during the War-on-Terror and 
are bookended by the Syrian refugee crisis and the rise of anti-immigrant populism that has since 
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gripped the West that trouble these connections. Accordingly, I explore the mnemonic potential 
of transnational South Asian literature through evolution of Mohsin Hamid’s novels starting with 
The Reluctant Fundamentalist (2007) and its adaptation into a film in 2013, to his most recent 
novel, Exit West (2017). While the ambiguous ending of The Reluctant Fundamentalist leaves 
the reader to assess how successful the inter-cultural exchange is between the Pakistani narrator 
and American listener, the film’s more conclusive narrative ultimately hints at the limitations of 
transcultural memory underlying both projects in the decade following September 11. Even 
though Exit West was also written at a time of increased migration and political upheaval, it is 
decidedly different in tone, proffering an optimistic, yet speculative, borderless future forged 
through shared traumatic memories and migratory pasts. Whereas his earlier work sought to 
deconstruct the “clash of civilizations” myth that fueled post-September 11 paranoia, Hamid 
emphasizes the transcultural connections and migratory identities that define our contemporary 
global moment, pointing the way towards a more ethical and empathetic future beyond borders 
and structures of power. 
Despite the pervasive pessimism that punctuates our contemporary moment, the 
difference in tone and outlook between these novels is emblematic of a perceived shift in South 
Asian literature’s potential to meaningfully intervene in the global memory field. In Civilization 
and its Discontents (2015), published before the anti-immigrant populist shift in global politics 
starting with “Brexit” and the election of Donald Trump in 2016, Hamid writes that 
“Globalization is a brutal phenomenon. It brings us mass displacement, wars, terrorism, 
inequality, xenophobia, climate change. But if globalization is capable of holding out any 
fundamental promise to us, any temptation to go along with its havoc, then surely that promise 
ought to be this: we will be more free to invent ourselves” (“My Foreign Correspondence” 2). 
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This shift towards a meaningful intervention against structures of power thus explores how 
literature can move beyond simply representing what is towards imagining what could be, to 
illustrate speculative futures where memories and people can migrate freely despite the 
restrictions posed by contemporary globalization and its intendant power structures. Concluding 
with an examination of how Hamid’s novels approach the limitations and possibilities of 
transcultural exchange may foretell the future potential of post-traumatic memory transmission 
across national and cultural boundaries in South Asian fiction and world literature more broadly. 
Ultimately, Hamid and the authors under discussion here ask us to consider what the role of the 
novel should be as a travelling site of memory in the twenty-first century as fiction continues to 




“THIS IS A DIRGE FOR THE WORLD… THIS IS SAGA, FOR A NATION”: THE AIR 
INDIA TRAGEDY AND THE (IM)MOBILIZATION OF TRANSNATIONAL MEMORY 
 In the “Introduction” to her collection, children of air india: un/authorized exhibits and 
interjections (2013), poet Renée Sarojini Saklikar describes her project as an elegy for the 
victims of the 1985 bombing of Air India Flight 182 who, since the disaster, have been in 
constant danger of being forgotten. “This is a work of the imagination / This is a work of fiction, 
weaving fact in with the fiction,” Saklikar writes, “This is a sequence of elegies. This is an essay 
of fragments […] / This is a dirge for the world. […] This is saga, for a nation” (9). Blending fact 
with fiction, official evidentiary exhibits from the 2003-2005 Air India trial with imagined 
recreations and strategically deployed redactions, Saklikar uses an experimental style of post-
traumatic representation to both depict a violent and unforeseen event and reproduce the caesuras 
in the public’s knowledge about the bombing. In writing an “essay of fragments,” then, Saklikar 
uses a modernist post-traumatic representational style to process her own grief at losing her aunt 
and uncle in the bombing, while also highlighting the mundane racism that permeated Canada’s 
handling of tragedy, where government inaction and public indifference together led to an 
incomplete Air India archive, with evidence and testimonies lost or suppressed by the state. 
Through her act of stylistic appropriation, Saklikar thus inserts this transnational tragedy into 
Canada’s official national narrative, in order to create a “cross-cultural ethical engagement” with 
a trauma that for thirty years has struggled to receive local or international attention (Craps 2).1 
                                               
1 Sakilkar’s poetry thus attempts to live up to the promise of trauma theory, whose “founding texts,” Stef Craps note, 
“largely fail to live up to [their] promise of cross-cultural ethical engagement” by “ignoring traumatic experiences of 
non-Western or minority cultures,” prescribing a “definition of trauma and recovery” steeped in “the history of 
Western modernity,” “favour[ing] or even prescrib[ing] a modernist [representational] aesthetic of fragmentation,” 
and “generally disregard[ing] the connections between metropolitan and non-Western or minority traumas” (2). By 
“reframing” the elegiac form and appropriating a modernist poetic style popular amongst white male Canadian 
poets, Saklikar gives voice and visibility to the often-elided Indo-Canadian experience in Canada (MacDonald 94; 
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It is here that Saklikar also gets to the heart of what it means for a trauma with 
transnational implications to be depicted in literature, to be published and circulated within and 
beyond the bounds of a nation, where her poems are fundamentally caught between the dynamics 
of creating a “saga, for a nation” and a “dirge of the world.” As a collection, children of air india 
simultaneously contends with Canada’s restrictive framing of the tragedy as well as international 
public and political spheres that together have shaped and, at times, inhibited the multidirectional 
possibilities of Air India’s memories and victims. Saklikar’s use of “saga” emphasizes that 
Canada’s official narrative of Air India is, as with many state histories, part fact, part fiction; 
evoking the informal modern definition of “saga,” Saklikar seemingly emphasizes that Air India 
has become “a story, popularly believed to be a matter of fact, which has been developed by 
gradual accretions in the course of ages […and] distinguished from authentic history and from 
intentional fiction,” thereby undermining the factual validity of the state’s framing of the 
bombing as it has consistently shifted since the plane disintegrated over the Atlantic Ocean in 
1985 (“Saga” np).2 Her use of “dirge,” a song of mourning, however, acts contrary to this 
accumulated narrative, creating an “un/official archive of voices and names, […an] interruptive 
document to the official story of Air India Flight 182” that links this event to other (post)colonial 
tragedies, as well as instances of state-sponsored violence, that have been elided by similar 
“official” national narratives (MacDonald 97). Saklikar’s collection is thus an example of post-
September 11 responses to Air India that attempt to place the tragedy within a larger 
transnational constellation of (post)colonial traumas that challenge official frameworks of 
                                                                                                                                                       
Personal interview np). By emphasizing the redactions of Air India in Canada’s official history and simultaneously 
connecting this event to other instances of state-sponsored violence and mnemonic erasure around the globe, 
Saklikar attempts to address the “cross-cultural ethical” imperative inherent in such a transnational trauma.  
2 Saklikar’s use of “saga” also invokes the ancient Nordic sagas that recounted voyages to Iceland and North 
America, including Canada. She thus conjures notions of migration and the establishment of family dynasties, both 
of which echo the formation of early national histories and the multicultural tension at the heart of the state’s failure 
to recognize and commemorate the Air India tragedy.  
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remembrance, thereby fostering “a form of comparative thinking that, like memory itself, is not 
afraid to traverse sacrosanct borders of ethnicity and era” (Rothberg 17). Specifically, it resists 
viewing Air India Flight 182 as a singular event by connecting it to longer histories of Canada’s 
exclusionary immigration and settler colonial policies, as well as seemingly disparate acts of 
state-sponsored violence on the Indian subcontinent, to better understand Flight 182’s complex 
transnational causes and tenuous international legacy. In this way, children of air india asks us to 
“consider transnational terms of intimacy and the geographies of inclusion and exclusion” to see 
not just how “the language of grief intersects with concepts of the local and global,” but also how 
memories of a transnational tragedy work within overlapping scales of power to create travelling 
and multidirectional memories despite modes of mnemonic management that would rather we 
forget (MacDonald 94). 
As with children of air india, this chapter views the Air India disaster as an exceptional 
transnational trauma that highlights the transmission of official and unofficial modes of 
commemoration as they navigate an uneven terrain between national memory and international 
politics. I contend that by tracing memories of Air India Flight 182 as they have evolved from 
1985 to today, we can elucidate the often-irreconcilable needs of victims, states, and larger 
geopolitical forces that together maintain certain forms of remembrance and forgetting. 
Emerging from the tension Saklikar identifies between the nation’s “saga” of Air India Flight 
182 and the potential for a global “dirge” surrounding the event, this chapter explores official 
state responses to the bombing as an example of the biopolitical and geopolitical management of 
memories and grief, where nations and publics seek to dictate the narrative of the bombing as 
well as the means of commemorating it. However, it also posits possibilities of remembering 
against the grain of these official frameworks through the concept of “migrating memories,” 
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where modes of commemoration emerge both within and outside official frameworks of 
remembrance. I specifically track these commemorative efforts through Air India’s memorials 
and literature, both as they appeared in the immediate wake of the bombing and as they re-
emerged after September 11, when the disaster was reclassified as a “Canadian Tragedy,” to 
assess how the bombing has been remembered over time and within an evolving transnational 
cultural and political sphere.  
Despite being one of the most deadly terrorist attacks of the modern era, Air India Flight 
182 has struggled to gain traction in national and international imaginaries, caught as the 
bombing and its victims are between national and cultural borders, as well as pre- and post-
September 11 temporalities. It is thus necessary to begin my examination of Air India by 
exploring its complex transnational causes and Canada’s decades-long response to the tragedy. It 
has been acknowledged that in the immediate aftermath of the bombing, both the Canadian and 
Indian governments sought to politically distance themselves from the events, and that the 
predominantly Indo-Canadian victims were not seen as Canadian citizens, conditions which had 
lasting material and psychological effects on the victims’ surviving relatives. I trace these initial 
responses to the tragedy’s later, limited post-September 11 inclusion into Canada’s official 
political narrative as it was used to justify that state’s increased domestic security and expand its 
international influence. This post-September 11 narrative shift towards the recognition and 
deployment of Air India Flight 182 as a “Canadian tragedy” highlights how a transnational 
trauma and its victims are regulated by state agencies and overlapping global power structures 
that continually revisit and revise official post-traumatic narratives to fit emergent national and 
international political agendas. Air India Flight 182 is thus a still-unfolding example of what is at 
stake when state and geopolitical forces together not only biopolitically and geopolitically 
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manage the victims of a trauma, but also determine how the tragedy can be remembered within 
and beyond the bounds of the nation. 
To further explore the official framings of the tragedy and the resistance to these state-
sponsored narratives, I look at Air India memorials and literature to assess how the bombing is 
remembered over time and across national audiences. First, I examine Air India memorials that 
have emerged in the thirty-two years since the bombing to see how some act as sites of 
transnational and transcultural connection, while others reiterate the nation’s “saga” by using the 
rhetoric of reconciliation and commemoration as a means to frame Flight 182’s victims as model 
minorities to be incorporated into the state at the expense of other undesirable immigrant and 
indigenous bodies. What is more, I see these memorials not simply as monuments contained 
within the state, but as markers of active international exchange that further manage the 
memories of Flight 182 and its victims within a transnational sphere to further the political aims 
of the state. I follow this exploration of Air India’s memorials with an examination of literature 
about the disaster. I specifically explore how Canada’s shifting pre- and post-September 11 
recognition of the bombing affects how memories of the tragedy are framed and transmitted in 
this fiction. I begin with earlier literary works, such as Clark Blaise and Bharati Mukherjee’s The 
Sorrow and the Terror (1987) and Mukherjee’s short story, “The Management of Grief” (1988), 
which both criticize Canada’s immediate handling of the tragedy and advocate for the state to see 
Flight 182 as a national tragedy and its victims as Canadian citizens. By doing so, I argue, they 
depict the state’s attempts to “manage” the grief of victims’ families, but in focusing on state 
recognition, they also paradoxically reaffirm Canada’s progressive national “saga” in ways that 
further erase certain undesirable immigrant and indigenous populations. I follow these earlier 
examples with an examination of later post-September 11 Air India novels, such as Anita Rau 
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Badami’s Can You Hear the Nightbird Call? (2006) and Padma Viswanathan’s The Ever After of 
Ashwin Rao (2014), that place the bombing within a longer transnational history of (post)colonial 
and state-sponsored violence. While these works also highlight state and international 
apparatuses that manage the victims’ grief and memories, they do so by actively rejecting 
regressive notions of multiculturalism that maintain the status quo, troubling the notion of 
“model” mourners. As such, they complicate the official nationalized “saga” of Air India Flight 
182 in order to frame the tragedy as a multidirectional “dirge, for the world.” 
Works of fiction thus allow us to trace the trajectories of commemorative practices over 
time, as well as across physical memorial sites, to chart the overlapping structures of national 
and geopolitical power that limit how the tragedy can be remembered. Such works also point to 
possibilities of remembering differently, of mobilizing memories to forge new mnemonic 
connections and highlight forgotten or suppressed histories. To that end, Air India Flight 182 is a 
unique, yet tragic, example of how migrating memories can emerge from a transnational disaster, 
despite state-sponsored forms of remembrance and forgetting that have marked the uneasy 
aftermath of the bombing. However, when speaking about material forms of commemoration, 
one must assess their potential to “travel” and transmit memories beyond local communities. 
This is especially the case with memorials that are by definition circumscribed by their physical 
locations. Similarly, positioning literature as a site of traveling memory comes with its own 
challenges, notably in the publication and circulation of fictional works by predominantly female 
South Asian authors in the global literary marketplace. It is thus necessary to examine Air India 
literature as a material form to assess how successful these texts are as travelling sites of 
transcultural and multidirectional memory.3 Despite the uneven success of these commemorative 
                                               
3 I draw upon Terri Tomsky’s notion of a “trauma economy” here that tracks how “traumatic memories ‘travel’ and 
are valued and revalued along the way” that “call[s] attention to the material conditions and networks that propel 
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forms, I conclude with recent efforts to mark the thirtieth anniversary of the bombing, where 
artists, academics, and victims’ families have banded together to remember the event and its 
legacy, as a hopeful example of how to recognize this transnational tragedy, not simply within 
the Canadian national consciousness, but in the global literary marketplace and international 
public sphere as well. 
The Saga of Air India Flight 182 Before September 11, 2001 
 On June 23, 1985, a bomb exploded Air India Flight 182 while it was en route from 
Montreal to Delhi, killing all 329 passengers, including 268 Canadian citizens of South Asian 
ancestry.4 This was the first bombing of a commercial jumbo jet and until September 11, 2001, 
was the worst aviation disaster in history and today remains the largest terrorist attack on 
Canadian citizens (C. Chakraborty “A Canadian Tragedy?” 173). The bombing of Flight 182 was 
allegedly perpetrated by a Canadian faction of Barbar Khalsa, a radical Sikh separatist group 
advocating for the establishment of Khalistan, an independent Sikh state in the Punjab. More 
specifically, the bombing marked the culmination of several instances of (post)colonial and state-
sponsored violence, as well as exclusionary immigration policies and failed multicultural politics 
experienced by the Sikh community both on the Indian subcontinent and in the diaspora. While 
“the investigations that followed revealed that the bombings were planned and executed on 
Canadian soil,” they were seen as retaliation for the atrocities committed against Sikhs and Sikhs 
                                                                                                                                                       
[these] travels” (49-50). As such, tracing the publication of Air India literature, we can see the “trauma economy” in 
action, where capitalistic infrastructures determine the representative and geographical limitations of the 
transmission of Air India’s memories. 
4 The flight originated in Vancouver as Air India Flight 181, stopping over to pick up passengers in Toronto and 
Montreal where it was re-numbered as Air India Flight 182 en route to Delhi with a layover in London’s Heathrow 
Airport. The plane was thus carrying passengers from many different Canadian provinces, as well as several British 
citizens and a crew of twenty-two Indian citizens (Blaise and Mukherjee 19-20). Simultaneous with the bombing of 
Flight 182, a bomb destined for Air India Flight 301 exploded at Tokyo’s Narita International Airport, killing two 
baggage handlers, adding yet another transnational element to this tragedy (C. Chakraborty “A Canadian Tragedy?” 
173). Unfortunately, these latter victims are often overlooked in official narratives of Flight 182, however victims’ 
families often calculate the casualties of the Air India tragedy as “329 plus two” to include these Japanese victims. 
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separatists by the Indian government throughout the 1970s and 1980s (C. Chakraborty “A 
Canadian Tragedy?” 173). Specifically, Air India can be seen as the culmination of violence 
beginning with “Operation Blue Star,” the storming of Sri Darbar Sahib (the Golden Temple), 
the holiest site in the Sikh religion, by the Indian army in June 1984, as well as the state-
sanctioned anti-Sikh riots that followed the October 31, 1984 assassination of Indira Gandhi by 
her Sikh bodyguards, which resulted in the deaths of thousands of Sikhs over three days (C. 
Chakraborty 173; Blaise and Mukherjee XIX).5  
In light of this cluster of violence, many at the time attributed “The 329 victims of the Air 
India crash” as “part of that ongoing, self-generating, self-justifying vengeance” that originated 
in India and rippled out through the Sikh diasporic community; however, this violence is rooted 
in longer transnational and (post)colonial histories of violence and exclusion originating with 
European colonialism and extending through the 1947 Partition of India, which triggered a 
century of Sikh migration, where, in turn, the diasporic community faced exclusionary policies in 
their adopted countries (Blaise and Mukherjee XIX).6 The long history of Sikh dispossession in 
Canada specifically can be traced to the failed voyage of the Komagata Maru: in 1914, a ship 
carrying 376 would-be-immigrants was refused entry into Vancouver as a result of the 
“continuous journey” policy that restricted immigration into Canada from less desirable 
Commonwealth countries such as India (Dean “Importance of Remembering” 197; Dean “Public 
Mourning” 189). As Amber Dean emphasizes, Flight 182 is not legible without remembering it 
                                               
5 According to Blaise and Mukherjee, “the riots” were a “pogrom against the Sikhs” (4). They estimate “that 2,700 
Sikhs were killed in the three nights of the pogroms” where “The brutal tales of stonings, rapes and torture deaths 
are as graphic as any in this century’s repertory of horrors” (5). Additionally, Congress Party officials seemed to be 
complicit in the violence: “Independent investigators feel the rioters had been armed with information from ration-
card or voters’ lists” and over those three days police and military largely left the violence unchecked as “a 
demonstration of what could happen on a larger scale if the dogs of communal violence were finally let slip” (Blaise 
and Mukherjee 5). 
6 During Partition, Sikhs were “the greatest losers in blood and land” when the Punjab province was divided 
between India and Pakistan and Sikhs fled towards secular India (Blaise and Mukherjee XVIII). 
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“in relation” to these earlier exclusionary policies and that the Komagata Maru incident 
especially implicates Canadian and British colonial governments: after being held for months in 
Vancouver’s harbor, sometimes without access to food and water, the Komagata Maru 
was finally forced back to sea under threat from […] a Canadian navy 
vessel. Upon its return to India, the governing British were concerned 
that the disgruntled passengers […] might be persuaded to join a 
burgeoning movement for India’s independence and provoked hostilities 
and fired on the passengers; some were killed, while many others were 
imprisoned or disappeared. (“Importance of Remembering” 199) 
The Komagata Maru incident continues to loom large amongst Canadian Sikhs, as Harper’s 
failed apology in 2008 makes clear.7 The bombing of Flight 182, then, needs to be understood 
within a longer history of transnational and (post)colonial violence, as well as state-sponsored 
exclusionary policies targeting the Sikh community, that still resonate today amongst many Indo-
Canadians. 
The tangled historiography that leads to Flight 182 is thus not linear, nor does it fit within 
discreet national histories; rather, this tragedy implicates a larger transnational public, which has 
allowed the event to become lost in the traffic between national and cultural boundaries. In other 
words, despite its staggering loss of life, Air India Flight 182 struggled to gain recognition 
because of its very international nature—its complex transnational implications as well as the 
                                               
7 According to Dean, “In August 2008, Harper offered an official apology to the Indo-Canadian community on 
behalf of the government of Canada, an apology that was met with dissent from the largely Sikh crowd” as it was 
not delivered in front of the House of Commons as promised (“Remembering in Relation” 202; Henderson and 
Wakeham 6). A formal apology was issued in front of Parliament by Prime Minister Justin Trudeau on May 18, 
2016, which included the following acknowledgment of Canada’s contribution to the transnational violence enacted 
upon the passengers: “Canada cannot solely be blamed for every tragic mistake that occurred with the Komagata 
Maru and its passengers. But Canada's government was, without question, responsible for the laws that prevented 
these passengers from immigrating peacefully and securely. For that, and for every regrettable consequence that 
followed, we are sorry” (Maloney np). 
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“deterritorialized” nature of the crash itself, over the Atlantic Ocean just off the coast of Ireland 
(Singh Soni and Varadharajan 186).8 It has long been noted that in the immediate aftermath of 
the bombing, both Canada and India politically distanced themselves from the tragedy and its 
victims, with devastating material and imaginative consequences for the victims’ families and 
the larger Indo-Canadian community. Almost immediately, Clark Blaise and Bharati Mukerjee 
found that “the Air India disaster […] was in the process of disappearing from the larger 
Canadian consciousness. Politically, the tragedy was ‘unhoused,’ in that Canada wished to see it 
as an Indian event sadly visited on these shores […], and India was happy to treat it as an 
‘oversees incident’” (IX). As the authors argue, both states had political stakes in insulating 
themselves from the disaster as “India does not want its communal violence—the Sikh-Hindu 
conflict—to gain the international spotlight” and Canada wished to disavow its own institutional 
failings in its “immigration and racial policies reaching back over eighty years” (IX-X). It was 
thus politically expedient for both nations to relegate the disaster to the margins of history, and 
without official state recognition, the tragedy and its Indo-Canadian victims struggled for over 
two decades to be recognized. 
The material consequence of Canada’s political distancing was apparent in the immediate 
aftermath of the bombing, when the victims’ relatives traveled to Ireland to claim their dead. 
Once there, they found that “the Canadian officials hung back, so far back that many relatives 
assumed they hadn’t come. The invisibility of the Canadian consular staff […] angered some 
relatives. They felt abandoned […] shunned by their adoptive country” (Blaise and Mukherjee 
                                               
8 While there are many reasons why the downing of Flight 182 was not widely publicized at the time, most people 
feel that it failed to gain international attention because the victims were predominantly of South Asian ancestry and 
the crash site was mostly inaccessible to the media. However, it could be that Air India Flight 182’s bombing on 
June 23, 1985 was overshadowed by the prolonged hijacking of TWA Flight 847, which started on June 14th and 
concluded on June 30th with the release of that flight’s American hostages. Three years later, the bombing of Pan 
Am Flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland, would capture international attention in ways that Air India Flight 182 did 
not for multiple reasons: the victims were primarily of American and European citizenship and the territorial nature 
of the crash lent itself to media exposure.  
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67). As Bal Gupta, who lost his wife on Flight 182, notes, Canadian consular staff did not appear 
in Ireland until June 28th, only after he demanded their presence on Canadian television (B. 
Gupta np). In her redacted report prepared for the 2005 Air India Inquiry, Sherene Razack finds 
that “The federal government’s post-bombing response can only be described as uncaring,” a 
result of the systemic racism that is deeply embedded in Canada’s settler colonial origins, where 
“Indigenous people are confined to pre-history [and] people of colour [sic] are seen as late 
arrivals who come to the shores of North America after development has occurred” (“Impact of 
Systemic Racism” 110, 89).9 The treatment of victims’ relatives by Canadian officials was thus 
“in keeping with the sentiment that the bombings were not intrinsically a Canadian affair […]. 
There is nothing to indicate that the government considered the crash as a Canadian tragedy and 
its victims primarily Canadian” (“Impact of Systemic Racism”104, 110).10 Without the support 
of their government, the victims’ relatives predominantly relied on Irish authorities to navigate 
the complex process of claiming and repatriating the remains of loved ones.11 Simultaneous with 
this lack of support in Ireland, “officials from the prime minister on down were slow to 
acknowledge Canadian responsibility for the Air India disaster” and in a particularly cruel twist, 
then Canadian Prime Minister Brian Mulroney expressed his condolences to Rajiv Gandhi, his 
                                               
9 Razack’s report on the role Canada’s systemic racism played in the lead up to, and aftermath of the bombing was 
commissioned by the victims’ families but was omitted from the final version of the Air India Inquiry (C. 
Chakraborty, et. al XXIII). The report was published in Remembering Air India: The Art of Public Mourning in 
2017 to “fill[…] a significant gap in the official archives” by bringing “into public circulation [this] condemned 
piece from the Air India inquiry testimony” (XXIII). 
10 When Canadian officials did arrive in Cork, they had difficulty adapting to the cultural and emotional needs of the 
victims’ relatives. As Blaise and Mukherjee note, “The Canadian officials were certainly there […] by mid-week 
[…], but the cause for grief was extraordinary and their mode of comforting alien to the New Canadians. The 
relatives perceived the Canadians as cold, stiff, and unfeeling,” treatment which inspired Mukherjee’s short story, 
“The Management of Grief” (69). Additionally, Razack notes that “no member [of the Canadian team] spoke 
Punjabi or was trained to offer religious or grief counseling,” which further alienated relatives from the Canadian 
consular staff (104). 
11 To add insult to injury, many relatives traveling from India “said that the Canadian visa officers had acted 
suspicious, as though this were not a family rallying in a time of monumental tragedy, but just one more 
immigration scam to sneak into Canada” (Blaise and Mukherjee 75). 
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Indian counterpart, for the tragedy (Blaise and Mukherjee 67).12 Given the treatment victims’ 
relatives received from their own government, Razack concludes that “The Canadian citizens 
who died in the Air India bombings were symbolically and materially evicted from the category 
of citizens, […] stranded outside the nation, in this case literally, in the ocean or at Cork, 
Ireland” (“In the Vestibule of the Nation” 121-122). Caught between national, cultural, and racial 
borders, and entrenched in complex transnational histories, the disaster remained largely 
unrecognized and mostly forgotten for two decades, an erasure that victims’ family members 
have consistently fought against.  
Even though the majority of Air India’s Indo-Canadian victims and their families were 
unrecognized by their government in the immediate aftermath of the bombing, one thing they 
could count on was the physical and emotional generosity of the Irish. As one official noted at 
the time, “though the citizenship might have been confused, it didn’t matter to [the Irish] in terms 
of the way they treated people. Everyone was treated with the greatest of humanity” (Blaise and 
Mukherjee 70). As Blaise and Mukherjee note, “Everybody in Cork was involved somehow,” 
first in the recovery, processing, and storage of the victims’ bodies, to the housing, feeding, and 
grief counseling of relatives as they arrived to claim their dead (56).13 Families noted that this 
treatment would have been absent had the plane crashed “anywhere else, in London or Toronto 
or Delhi,” reaffirming a lasting transcultural and cosmopolitan connection between the Irish and 
the Indo-Canadian communities through a sort of shared (post)colonial identity (Blaise and 
Mukherjee 70). Deborah Bowen affirms this point, arguing that the empathetic connection 
                                               
12 Air India is a subsidiary of the Indian government, which partially explains Mulroney’s actions. Still, as Maya 
Seshia argues, Mulroney was “acting in accordance with the government’s perception that Indians and not 
Canadians had been the major victims of flight 182,” a point that Razack reiterates: “the Prime Minister at the time 
saw them as Indian nationals” (220; “Impact of Systemic Racism 121-122). 
13 It is important to note that many members of the local Irish community who were involved in the recovery and 
processing of bodies may have also been traumatized by the bombing. As Blaise and Mukherjee note, “The sailors” 
who bravely recovered the battered bodies from Flight 182 in shark-infested waters, “were stunned by the nightmare 
they were witnessing. […] The horror, they said, would always be with them” (48-49). 
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between the Irish and the victims’ relatives might have been fostered by “a kind of cultural 
knowledge […] in that the Irish, as a chronically subalternized people who have firsthand 
experience of terrorism, may have been particularly sensitive to a tragedy like the Air India 
disaster” (51). Even the Canadian consular staff recognized that the Irish were uniquely equipped 
to deal with the emotional magnitude of the tragedy, as one staff member is on record stating: “I 
must say that the Irish understand grief much better than we do. Maybe they have seen so much 
of their own” (Blaise and Mukherjee 67). It is therefore fitting that the first and primary 
memorial to the Air India tragedy, erected on the first anniversary of the crash in 1986, is in 
Ahakista, Ireland, established by funds from the Canadian and Indian governments, as well as a 
land grant from the local Irish community.14 To this day, the memorial is maintained by Irish 
residents who every year, along with victims’ relatives, gather to commemorate the anniversary 
of the bombing.15 The memorial itself consists of a wall of names of the victims of Flight 182 
transcribed in English, French, and Hindi, a memorial garden with flowers planted by victims’ 
families and nurtured by the local community, as well as a sundial “conceived and sculpted by a 
Cork artist” that marks the exact place and time the plane crashed into the ocean and inscribed 
with the following hopeful message: “Time Flies. Suns Rise and Shadows Fall. Let It Pass By. 
Love Reigns Forever Over All” (Blaise and Mukherjee 216-217). In this space, overlooking the 
Atlantic Ocean and geographically situated between Canada and India, is a site of lasting 
transcultural commemoration; in fact, the local community has pledged to the Victims’ Family 
Association “that, when a time comes and relatives, for one reason or another cannot travel, the 
                                               
14 Blaise and Mukherjee state that in 1986 “Cork County donated the land and the upkeep; India and Canada each 
contributed $65,000 to building” the Ahakista memorial (217). Since the tragedy, the Air India Victims’ Families 
Association has also “made a five-figure contribution to the [Cork] county council to assist with the maintenance of 
the site,” underlining the continued importance of this site to the victims’ families and the local community (Cassidy 
np). 
15 In fact, the local Irish community banded together to protect and maintain the memorial during severe storms in 
January 2014 that threatened to destroy the monument before the tragedy’s thirtieth anniversary. 
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site will be maintained and a ceremony will be conducted annually in memory of those that 
perished,” thereby solidifying the Irish community’s dedication to remembering Flight 182 
(Cassidy np). 
The Saga of Air India Flight 182 After September 11, 2001 
Despite the continued advocacy by the victims’ relatives, the tragedy remained largely 
unassimilated in Canada’s national consciousness until the September 11, 2001 attacks, when 
Canada and other Western nations began reevaluating their domestic security in light of the 
perceived threat of international terrorism. As Maya Seshia notes, “following 9/11, a significant 
discursive shift occurs” where Canada’s “conservative government offices represent Air India as 
an act of terror that directly affected Canada rather than as an act of international terrorism 
dislocated from the nation” (223). This “shift” can be seen in the branding of Flight 182 as 
“Canada’s 9/11,” as well as through multiple modes of judicial recognition and political 
reconciliation, including the failed prosecution of the alleged perpetrators in the most expensive 
trial in state history between 2003 and 2005, an official inquiry into the state’s handling of the 
events in 2005 which resulted a the final report entitled Air India Flight 182: A Canadian 
Tragedy, as well as an official apology for Canada’s mishandling of the tragedy from Prime 
Minster Stephen Harper in 2010. However, rather than simply atoning for Canada’s failure to 
prevent or adequately respond to the Air India tragedy, each of these official acts assimilated 
Flight 182 into the nation’s saga as a means to justify the state’s post-September 11 security 
agenda, a hegemonic framing of the bombing that has precluded other narratives about the 
tragedy and modes of commemorating it to form and circulate. 
While these acts of state recognition would not have been possible without the continued 
advocacy of victims’ families and the Indo-Canadian community, we must still be critical of the 
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state’s actions given its past reluctance to recognize Air India as a national tragedy and its 
victims as citizens worth mourning. Accordingly, the editors of Remembering Air India argue, 
“The aim of” these commissions, trials, and apologies “would seem to produce, consolidate, and 
then marshal an official version of the Air India story of Canada’s vulnerability to terrorism in 
order to bolster support for the state’s anti-terrorism policy initiatives,” and most worryingly, this 
“official version” supplants other “conversations and legacies of the Air India bombings that are 
being glossed over, if not erased, by official forms of remembering” (XIV-XV). In fact, the 
editors find that “the government’s response to the Air India bombings reflects its assumptions 
about which injuries do and do not merit public concern,” leading to the omission of any 
accusation that underlying systemic racism played a part in the state’s mishandling of the tragedy 
from the official records: “the racial injuries repeatedly noted by the families in trial testimonies, 
interviews, and press reports are glossed over and not given recognition” (XVIII).16 As such, 
these strategic redactions from the official reports and inquiries have allowed the state to largely 
exonerate itself from culpability, as Angela Failler rightly argues: “the 1985 Air India bombings 
are being strategically remembered in the present in order to justify a racist mandate of state 
securitization as the only ‘reasonable response’ to terrorist threat” a “strategic remembering 
[that] also functions to distract from the well-documented implication of the Canadian state […] 
in the injustices associated with the bombings” (“War-on-Terror” 255). Importantly, these acts of 
official recognition also reinforce the very structures of state power that initially marginalized 
Flight 182’s victims, as Chakraborty, Dean, and Failler further note: “This marshaling is not 
without controversy given how anti-terrorism policies and laws are themselves implicated in 
perpetuating the very forms of systemic racism that underpin both the bombings and the 
                                               
16 As Shesia argues, only “selections of victims’ families concerns—concerns that resonated with post-9/11 
securitization policies but simultaneously did not challenge Canada’s race-neutral, inclusive, multicultural 
mythology—were heard by the government” in these official inquiries and reports (225). 
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Canadian government’s inadequate treatment of the victims’ families in its aftermath” (XIV). 
Thus, the post-September 11 incorporation of the Air India disaster into the saga of the state 
reiterates many of the pre-September 11 power structures vis-à-vis the racial and ethnic 
discrimination experienced by victims and their family members. 
Nowhere is this marshaling of an official state saga more apparent than in Harper’s 
official apology in 2010 for “the single worst act of terrorism in Canadian history,” which 
instead of reconciling Canada’s mishandling of the bombing and its aftermath, reinforced racial 
divisions between Indo-Canadians and their white counterparts (Prime Minister of Canada 153). 
As Chandrima Chakraborty notes, Harper’s “apology functions as a strategy and discourse that 
seeks to consolidate Canadian multiculturalism, even as the state works toward increased 
surveillance of difference,” thereby prescribing the framework for a “model minority” while 
further reinforcing racial and ethnic divisions that determine who is seen as properly Canadian 
(“Official Apology” 112). First, Harper creates a rhetorical divide between white Canadians and 
a South Asian minority by stating, “Your pain is our pain. As you grieve, we grieve,” which, 
while belatedly assimilating the tragedy and its victims within the nation’s consciousness, still 
reinforces boundaries between “you,” the victim, and “we,” the state (Prime Minister of Canada 
154). Second, while Harper concedes that this tragedy was “conceived in Canada, executed in 
Canada, by Canadian citizens,” he follows this admission with the ominous plan to “carefully 
and systematically marginalize […] those extremists who seek to import the battles of India’s 
past here and then export them back to that great and forward-looking nation” (154, 156). Here, 
Harper engages in a spatio-temporal displacement, where according to Cassel Busse, the 
perpetrators and their actions are reduced to “‘imported’ and ‘exported’ extremism from ‘India’s 
past,’ [where] these figures are made to appear as perverse free radicals wandering between, but 
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not disenfranchised from, the ‘forward looking’ India and Canada of the here and now” (240-
241). In this way, the causes of the tragedy and its perpetrators are spatio-temporally relegated to 
someplace else, sometime else, so as not to interfere with the progressive futurity of both nations. 
This apology ultimately paved the way for the passage of the multi-million-dollar counter-
terrorism “Kanishka Project” in 2011,17 which further marginalized undesirable immigrants 
including Sikhs who, as Jasbir Puar and others have argued, are often associated with terrorism 
and viewed as culturally backwards, feuding, and non-progressive (Seshia 224; Failler 254; Puar 
53).18 In this way, “the official apology, in seeking to offer redress, functions as a tool of the 
state to manage the grief and grievance of racialized minorities” prescribing the ways in which 
these victims can visibly mourn and remember their dead in their adopted nation (Chakraborty 
“Official Apology” 112). 
While the state’s domestic political interests in recognizing Air India after September 11 
have been elucidated by critics, I want to focus on the ways in which these acts of state 
reconciliation also work transnationally to reinforce Canada’s status as a progressive nation 
within a global community. Thus, the state’s biolpolitical management of the tragedy combines 
with global structures of power that together regulate the types of testimonies the state can 
incorporate into its codified “saga,” which in turn shapes the production and global transmission 
of Flight 182’s memories. To understand how the state’s official efforts to recognize the Air 
India tragedy work transnationally, we must place them within the larger context of Canada’s 
                                               
17 The “Kanishka Project” is named after the plane, the “Emperor Kanishka.” Several family members, including 
Susheel Gupta, whose mother died on Flight 182, advocated for these enhanced security measures in order to 
prevent future acts of terrorism (S. Gupta np). However, not all family members support the “Kanishka Project,” and 
some even oppose the politics of securitization in personal interviews. 
18 Puar argues that since September 11, the Sikhs are “accruing the marks of a terrorist masculinity. The turbaned 
man–no longer merely the figure of a durable and misguided tradition, a community and familial patriarch, a 
resistant anti-assimilationist stance–now inhabits the space and history of monstrosity, of that which can never 
become civilized. The turban is […] imbued with the nationalist, religious and cultural symbolics of the Other” (54). 
This framing of Sikhs as “backward” terrorist subjects is reiterated in the spatio-temporal displacement of the 
bombing’s perpetrators in Harper’s official apology discussed above. 
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acts of reconciliation that immediately preceded Harper’s 2010 Air India apology. In their 
collection, Reconciling Canada, Jennifer Henderson and Pauline Wakeham observe that “the 
summer of 2008 ushered in an unprecedented season of contrition with a flurry of state gestures, 
beginning with the widely publicized residential schools apology and the commencement of the 
TRC in June,” which was followed by Harper’s “federal mea culpa” for the Komagata Maru 
incident, as well as the commencement of state initiatives addressing past racial injustices from 
the Chinese “Head Tax” to its turning away of 900 Jewish refugees aboard the St. Louis in 1939 
(6). In redressing these past injustices, it is easy to see how the state attempts “to impose closure 
upon ‘historical’ injuries” in a way that may betray “its own preoccupations with haste, the 
deflection of liability, and the public relations of ‘saving face’” amongst its own aggrieved 
citizens, but it is also important to understand how these actions are received by the international 
community (7). Accordingly, Henderson and Wakeham argue that these acts of redress must be 
understood as doubly strategic:  
the state has arguably framed its approach towards reconciliation as a 
more committed and coherent project than it actually is in order to shore 
up national mythologies of Canada’s dedication to pluralism and to 
reinforce Canada’s international reputation as a peacekeeping, peace-
making nation. Like the project of ‘official multiculturalism’ to which it 
is articulated, reconciliation has been appropriated by hegemonic 
discursive formations for the purposes of framing the Canadian nation-
state as a leader in the ‘globalization of forgiveness,’ modeling values of 
civility and tolerance for the world. (7) 
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Attempts to address past wrongs thus reaffirm Canada’s national mythology as a “multicultural 
mosaic” while simultaneously projecting itself as a model of reconciliation for the international 
community.19 However, as Henderson and Wakeham argue, these formations of forgiveness can 
take on hegemonic structures within the geopolitical sphere, much as they do domestically, 
where the state conforms to the “shifting expectations of modern liberal-democratic nation-
states” which “requires demonstration of historical reckoning, if not the overcoming of history 
itself, as a criterion of admission to the international civil society of free-trade zones and 
corporate investment” (7). In other words, Canada must be seen as working within a 
transnational discourse of redress that sees the reconciliation of difficult pasts as a prerequisite 
for joining a civil global society and its attendant free markets. Memories of Air India then, 
cannot be viewed solely within the political and discursive aegis of the state, but rather must be 
placed within a larger international network of reconciliatory efforts and are thereby subject to 
overlapping structures of biopolitical and geopolitical mnemonic management. 
We must therefore view the state’s many post-September 11 attempts to adjudicate Flight 
182 and its aftermath through the commencement of trials and official inquiries, as well as 
commemorate it through the establishment of days of remembrance and memorial sites, as 
simultaneously addressing and affirming the state’s domestic and international politics. These 
overlapping concerns are apparent in the government’s proclamation in 2005 that June 23rd be 
known as the “National Day of Remembrance for Victims of Terrorism.” By using the twentieth 
anniversary to commemorate all victims of terrorism, not just those who died on Flight 182, 
Canada consciously positions itself within a post-September 11 geopolitical discourse that 
                                               
19 Canada describes its culture as a multicultural “mosaic” to differentiate itself from America’s notion of a “melting 
pot.” As Busse argues, Canada “prides itself on its moderate political climate, democratic neutrality and vision of 
progressive futures” where “Canadians synonymize the nation with multicultural diversity and the tolerance of 
Others, rather than with the American assimilationist ‘melting pot’” (236). 
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focuses on the threat of international terrorism, rather than acknowledge the specific domestic 
and transnational contexts out of which this bombing arose. Furthermore, such a broad act of 
recognition diffuses the state’s culpability in failing to prevent the bombing while simultaneously 
mobilizing the anniversary of the worst terroristic attack against Canadian citizens to justify an 
extension of emergency provisions to the state’s Anti-Terrorism Act (Failler “War-on-Terror” 
254). Remembering Air India in this way thus bolsters the state’s domestic security while 
placing Canada within an international ambit of Western nations fighting the perceived threat of 
terrorism. However, this belated act of commemoration works with other strategic attempts to 
commemorate the tragedy, including the hasty construction of several Air India memorials 
across multiple Canadian cities, including Vancouver, Montreal, and Toronto. These projects are 
ensconced within a domestic discourse that reaffirms the nation’s policy of multiculturalism in 
order to reconcile the state with its aggrieved minorities, while simultaneously positioning the 
state within a post-September 11 coalition of Western nations that rely upon such recuperative 
gestures to justify an ongoing “War on Terror” and signal their commitment to neoliberal notions 
of global civility and free trade. 
In particular, I want to examine Toronto’s Air India memorial as a belated attempt to 
commemorate the tragedy that has been mobilized by the state to further both its domestic and 
international politics. Failler specifically notes that the construction of the Toronto memorial 
“was pushed through in a mere three months,” rushed to coincide with the twenty-second 
anniversary of the tragedy (“Remembering” 161). As a result, Failler finds that despite wishes of 
some family members who “wanted to have the recovered pieces of Flight 182’s wreckage be the 
basis for the memorial design” what has “materialized” throughout Canada “are relatively ‘safe’ 
monuments that are more symbolic than representational or artifactual, and fairly conventional in 
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their references and design” (“Remembrance” 161). In fact, the Toronto memorial essentially 
replicates the original Air India memorial in Ahakista, Ireland, where a memorial walk surrounds 
the familiar aspect of a sundial. Yet this replication emphasizes the state’s belated attempts to 
assimilate the tragedy into the national consciousness, with the sundial specifically marking the 
many spatio-temporal displacements of this later memorial. In Ireland, the sundial continually 
marks the exact time of the tragedy and points towards the plane’s final resting place, keeping 
the event consistently contemporaneous with the present. The repetition of the sundial in 
Toronto, however, literally relies upon the earlier monument for its legibility: because the 
tragedy occurred during the middle of the night in Canada, the Toronto sundial cannot mark the 
time Flight 182 crashed into the water; instead it marks solar noon on Ahakista’s sundial 
(Bouwmeester np). Spatially, the immediacy of the Irish memorial and its proximity to the crash 
is replaced in Toronto with an emphasis on the transnational nature of the disaster, where the 
sundial’s stones are collected from affected Canadian provinces, as well as India, England, 
Ireland, and Japan, while the sun’s dial is inspired by the Indian flag to commemorate the origin 
of the plane (Bouwmeester np). While I argue throughout this chapter that it is essential to 
acknowledge the transnational dimensions of this tragedy, its specific historical contexts and any 
acknowledgment of national implication are lost in the memorial’s “busy” compression of time 
and space (Failler “Remembering” 162). 
Further emphasizing the hasty construction of the memorial is a lone bench along the 
memorial walk with the word “RECONCILIATION” inscribed on the front, yet we are left to 
wonder, as Failler rhetorically does, “exactly who or what is to be ‘reconciled’ on this lakeshore” 
(“Remembering” 163). Reading this notion of “reconciliation” against what Failler argues is the 
‘strategic remembrance” enacted by the Toronto memorial, we can see that it performs “a 
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defensive reaction-formation against the charge that systemic racism played a role in the state’s 
belated, failed responses to the fatal disaster” (“War-on-Terror” 256). What needs to be 
reconciled, then, is not addressed by the structure or composition of the memorial, especially as 
Failler notes, many Canadians do not know what the memorial commemorates (Personal 
interview np).20 As Failler thus rightly observes, these various “sites of remembrance through 
which negotiations of historical trauma and loss are undertaken” are “embedded in hierarchal 
state structures and official discourses of nationalism,” in this case, a nationalism based upon 
hegemonic notions of plurality and multicultural inclusion, which mandates that certain “model” 
minorities be incorporated into, and managed by, the state at the expense of other undesirable 
immigrant and indigenous bodies (“Remembering” 151). She specifically argues that “these sites 
invoke memory in limited, strategic ways to construct a particular version of the past, of the 
relationship between the present and the past” that in fact, “reveal[s] a problematic desire to 
forget a racist colonial history and its lingering patterns in Canada, so that the loss and losses of 
South Asian Canadians in relation to the bombing attacks matter less than the project of 
maintaining a blameless nation state” (“Remembering” 151). This memorial then attempts to 
relegate this shameful moment in the nation’s past to the past, allowing the blank signifier of 
“RECONCILIATION” to stand as a command for victims to put aside their grievances and 
assimilate into their adopted nation. 
While these memorials work within a familiar domestic political discourse of enforced 
multiculturalism, they are also mobilized in an international political sphere that necessitates 
such “defensive reaction formations” against charges of state-sponsored racism to enter into a 
global discourses and structures of civility. This is nowhere more evident than when Canada 
                                               
20 According to Failler, she conducted an informal poll of Canadians passing by the Toronto memorial and found 
that no one could identify what the memorial was for (Personal interview np). 
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prepared for the thirtieth anniversary of the Air India tragedy and the Toronto memorial provided 
the setting for the state to advance its own trade policy with India. In April 2015, just two months 
before the anniversary, India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi visited the memorial with then 
Canadian Prime Minister Harper to lay a wreath in remembrance to Air India’s victims. 
However, this visit was secondary to trade negotiations between the two leaders: “The stop at the 
memorial,” Canada’s Star newspaper reports, “followed a round table at which [Modi] and […] 
Harper sat down with business leaders. Modi extolled India’s virtues as a great trade partner for 
Canada. For his part, Harper said Canada’s trade relationship with India was an important one to 
have” (Casey np). This affirmation of trade between the two nations is literally sealed over the 
memorial to Flight 182’s victims, victims who both governments refused to acknowledge in the 
immediate wake of the bombing. Additionally, as the article makes clear, this trade talk also 
came at the expense of protests over Modi’s alleged involvement in inter-religious violence 
against Muslims that erupted Godhra after a trainload of Hindu pilgrims were killed in a fire: 
“Critics, however, brand [Modi as] a Hindu extremist responsible for hundreds of death in his 
home state in 2002, but protestors have been largely subdued and kept well away from his 
events” (Casey np). This rush to commemorate the victims of Flight 182, then, solidifies both 
states’ economic and political agendas while actively suppressing a sustained dialogue about the 
types of state-sponsored violence that contributed to the Air India disaster. Thus, the “strategic” 
remembrance of Air India has worked both domestically and internationally to further the 
political and economic agendas of multiple states, rather than as a transnational attempt to fully 
come to terms with difficult pasts and their lasting legacies, and it is within these overlapping 
and constantly unfolding structures of political power that all artistic and fictional representations 
of the disaster must navigate. 
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“Tell the World How 329 Lives Were Lost and How the Rest of Us Are Slowly Dying”: Air 
India Literature Before September 11 
 Blaise and Mukherjee conclude their poignant non-fiction account of the Air India 
disaster, The Sorrow and the Terror (1987), with the unveiling of the Air India memorial in 
Ahakista, Ireland, marking the first anniversary of the tragedy. Capping off their exhaustive 
reportage about the lead up to, and aftermath of, the bombing of Flight 182, this five-page 
vignette reinforces that the true aim of their project: to make sure that the victims and their 
grieving families are not forgotten despite Canada’s lack of official recognition of the tragedy. 
Ultimately, they argue that this “failure to acknowledge the victims of the crash as Canadians 
remains for most of the families the enduring political grief of Air India 182” (203). This point is 
further emphasized with the inclusion of Dr. Yogesh Paliwal’s eulogy at the memorial’s 
unveiling, where he describes the loss of his fifteen-year-old son as part of a larger collective 
mourning for the victims of Flight 182: “‘Our grief and despair continues and will persist all our 
lives as we hopelessly miss the loved ones who were so much a part of our daily lives, our flesh 
and blood, our link with the past and our hopes for the future’” (qtd. in 217). Paliwal’s eulogy 
not only mourns the loss of the victims, but it also highlights how they are suspended in a spatio-
temporal limbo between India and Canada, as well as between the past, present, and an ever-
deferred future. To counter the erasure of victims from the national saga, Blaise and Mukherjee 
paint the predominantly Indo-Canadian victims as model minorities, as assets to their adopted 
nation, throughout their reportage. Accordingly, the victims’ unfulfilled promise hangs heavily 
over the ceremony, as Paliwal continues, they “were an extraordinary collection of people that 
included many world-renowned scientists, doctors and professors from both Canada and India,” 
yet “The 84 young Canadians on the flight need a special mention. Most of them were brilliant 
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[…]. Young people are a nation’s wealth, as they are the ones who will shape the future of the 
country. Canada lost some of its most promising national wealth in the tragedy” (qtd. in 217-
218).21 Paliwal thus frames Flight 182’s victims, and especially the children, as (potential) 
productive citizens who should be valued by their home and adopted countries as a transnational 
reservoir of economic and intellectual “wealth.” 
Unfortunately, it is clear that these countries and the larger international community do 
not view Flight 182’s dead as productive citizens, and as such, the lack of official recognition 
haunts the anniversary in Ahakista, itself a space suspended geographically between Canada and 
India. Highlighting this specter of deferred recognition, the authors conclude the unveiling 
ceremony and, most importantly, their book, with the following plea from a bereaved father: 
“‘Mr. Clark and Mrs. Mukherjee […] tell the world how 329 innocent lives were lost and how 
the rest of us are slowly dying’” (qtd. in 219). While the memorial in Ahakista was, and 
continues to be, a productive space of transcultural mourning and remembrance, Blaise and 
Mukherjee make it clear that this commemoration is not enough, and that the Canadian and 
Indian governments need to recognize not only their implication in acts of (post)colonial, 
transnational, and state-sponsored acts of violence and exclusion that together instigated this 
tragedy, but also claim the victims as valued citizens. Most importantly, this plea for the “world” 
to see the victims of the Flight 182 and their bereaved relatives appeals to a higher order of 
human rights discourses as a way to bypass the politics of the state and condemn Canada’s 
multicultural policies. The father thus attempts to expose the larger failures of the state’s 
biolpolitical management of the victims’ families and their grief in the wake of this tragedy, 
while also implicating the international community for their lack of geopolitical intervention to 
                                               
21 As Blaise and Mukherjee note, the eighty-four children who died aboard Flight 182 were “typical of summertime 
flights to India from North America—particularly this flight, the first after school closing” (34). Given the timing, 
the bomb is seen as causing maximum destruction to the diasporic community. 
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resolve their claims. In other words, by proclaiming that “the rest of us are slowly dying” from 
lack of official recognition, this father indicts not simply Canada, but all nations for turning a 
blind eye to their pain, contributing to their slow death as they fight overlapping systems of 
power and regulation that continually displaces the tragedy and its victims to some other time, 
some other place. 
Influenced by the reportage she undertook for The Sorrow and Terror and the father’s 
plea for recognition, Bharati Mukherjee revisited the tragedy and the state’s mishandling of the 
victims’ families in her short story, “The Management of Grief,” originally published in the 
collection The Middleman and Other Stories in 1988. As the first fictional response to the Air 
India tragedy, “The Management of Grief” does not refer to the Air India tragedy specifically by 
name, giving the story a more universal resonance; it does, however, vividly describe the 
disillusionment of the Indo-Canadian community after the bombing in a country ill equipped to 
handle the enormity and the (trans)cultural complications of their loss.22 The story centers around 
Shaila Bhave, a woman who loses her husband and two sons on Flight 182, and because she 
seems outwardly calm in the wake of the tragedy, is asked to help Judith Templeton, an 
“appointee of the provincial government” working on “Multiculturalism,” navigate “the 
complications of culture, language, and customs” to provide state services to other mourning Air 
India families (182, 183). Throughout, Mukherjee depicts multiple tensions that arise between 
the Indo-Canadian community and Canada’s government as it attempts to “manage” the 
aftermath of the tragedy, where in the rush to “fill out paperwork” and “distribute money” to the 
victims, the bereaved families are forced to overcome their grief and assimilate into the aegis of 
                                               
22 “The Management of Grief” is not necessarily indicative of the collection, which focuses on mostly American and 
American immigrant narrators. In fact, “The Management of Grief” is the only story that deals with Canadian 
politics and the collection itself is marketed to American audiences, depicting the iconic torch of the Statue of 
Liberty and American flags alongside women in traditional saris on the paperback cover.  
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the multicultural state, a state that, at the time, did not recognize the tragedy as a national disaster 
or the victims as citizens worth mourning (183). “The Management of Grief” has consistently 
been read as a critique of Canada’s failed multicultural politics that prescribe how aggrieved 
minorities must behave. Accordingly, the story articulates the strict parameters of civilly and 
culturally prescribed practices of mourning that minorities must adhere to in order to be 
assimilated into the biopolitical “management” of the state so they can be seen as “model 
minorities” and “model mourners” rather than “uncivil” subjects cathected to death. While this 
reading of “The Management of Grief” is productive in outlining the ways in which minority 
subjects and their memories are regulated by overlapping state and geopolitical networks of 
power, I want to emphasize a few moments in the text where Shaila’s grief breaks through the 
veneer of multicultural civility and demands official recognition. In these brief moments, “The 
Management of Grief” gives readers a glimpse of the possibilities of what I term “migrating 
memories,” or post-traumatic acts of remembrance that survive and circulate despite power 
structures that suppress them. However, I conclude that Mukherjee’s text is still inextricably 
positioned within the immediate politics of official state recognition in the wake of the bombing, 
and rather than offer a new way of remembering the past, ultimately reiterates dominant state 
narratives at the expense of other political and cultural coalitions with suppressed minority 
subjects. 
Chandrima Chakraborty specifically reads “The Management of Grief” as an indictment 
of Canada’s multicultural policies in the wake of the bombing, where the government 
simultaneously refuses to officially recognize the victims or their families as citizens while also 
enforcing “proper” modes of mourning upon these subjects, thereby foreclosing the possibilities 
of Air India families to mourn their dead in personally or culturally specific ways. Ultimately, 
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Chakraborty argues that the story demonstrates “‘the constitutive role that grief plays in 
racial/ethnic subject-formation,’ [and] illustrate[s] how racialized subjects have to suppress their 
grief and cultivate a ‘proper’ outer display of feelings in order to fit into multicultural Canada” 
(qtd. in “Model Mourning” 198). The title, “The Management of Grief,” therefore has a double 
meaning, simultaneously referring to how individuals processes their own grief as well as to the 
state’s “management” of these aggrieved minorities, forcing them to adopt to culturally 
acceptable modes of mourning as part of the process of assimilation into the aegis of the 
multicultural state. Because Canada’s national mythology revolves around the notion of 
“cultivated” and “polite” behavior, Chakraborty argues that “civility operates as a mode of both 
internal and external control,” where in order to participate fully in society, minorities are 
expected to “discipline their conduct” to conform to the “cultural frames of ‘white civility,’” 
which, in times of trauma, ultimately “uphold certain losses as worthy of grieving and certain 
forms of grieving as emblematic of the ‘civil’ or ‘model’ Canadian citizen” (“Model Mourning” 
199). Therefore, Mukherjee’s short story “demonstrat[es] the pressure on racial minorities to 
manage their grief civilly and even hide it” to fit with the parameters of acceptable mourning, 
which in turn makes the “the Air India tragedy [seem…] an exceptional or aberrant event […] in 
Canadian multiculturalism,” where the bombing can be officially written off as a foreign event, 
or relegated to the nation’s past so as not to interfere with its official “saga” that projects a 
peaceful and progressive futurity both domestically and internationally (“Official Apology” 
113). Therefore, Chakraborty finds that “the Canadian state’s non-recognition of the tragedy 
forces grieving families to hide their loss” and emulate culturally specific notions of civility that, 
in turn, acts to further elide their trauma from the larger national or international consciousness 
(“Model Mourning” 200). 
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Chakraborty specifically reads the Canadian government’s insistence on “model 
mourning” in two instances: first, in Judith Templeton’s choice of Shaila as a “model mourner” 
for other families to emulate, and, second, in contrasting Shaila’s perceived “model mourner” 
status in relation to other relatives who are viewed as “hysterical,” as not conforming to the 
efforts of the state to manage their grief and, by extension, their livelihoods. From the outset, 
Judith makes it clear that Shaila is an ideal cultural interpreter because outwardly she seems 
preternaturally calm in the immediate wake of the horrific tragedy: “someone mentioned that 
Mrs. Bhave is a pillar—because you’ve taken it more calmly, […] you are coping very well” 
(183). This projection of calmness is especially comforting to Judith who admits “‘I have no 
experience […]. That is, I have a [Master’s Degree in Social Work…] but I mean I have no 
experience with a tragedy of this scale” (183). While Judith has a degree and experience as a 
“liaison with accident victims,” she is ill prepared to deal with a trauma of this magnitude and 
soon she sees Shaila as “her confidante, […] one of the few [victims] whose grief has not sprung 
bizarre obsessions” (183, 192). Judith thus relies on Shaila’s perceived calmness to help her 
navigate not only the cultural differences between the victims’ and the predominantly white 
Canadian government officials, but also Judith’s own inability to cope with the sheer numbers of 
victims who will need emotional help and state resources in the weeks and months to come. 
However, what Judith fails to realize is that Shaila’s placid exterior is in direct contrast to her 
inner trauma, where she feels “not peace, just a deadening quiet. […M]y body is tense, ready to 
scream. I hear their voices all around me […] and their screams insulate me, like headphones” 
(180). Shaila’s thus views her “terrible calm [that] will not go away” as aberrant to the cultural 
expectations placed on her as a widow and not indicative of her inner turmoil. Shaila thus 
quickly rejects Judith’s assertion that she is “coping well,” telling her “By the standards of the 
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people you call hysterical, I am behaving very badly, Miss Templeton. […] They would not see 
me as a model. I do not see myself as a model” (183). It is clear here that Shaila and Judith are 
rooted in different personal and culturally prescribed modes of processing grief, foreshadowing 
that Shaila will ultimately reject Judith’s expectation of “model mourning.” 
Judith is primed to view Shaila as a “model mourner” because her textbooks on 
bereavement outline the acceptable stages of grief victims must pass through in order to process 
their loss and reconstruct their lives. As Judith explains to Shaila, “In the textbooks on grief 
management […] there are stages to pass through: rejection, depression, acceptance, 
reconstruction,” however, months after the disaster she finds that most victims have reached the 
“plateau” of “Depressed Acceptance” (192). Armed with these prescribed notions of processing 
grief, Judith pushes victims to move towards “acceptance” of their losses and “reconstruction,” 
which “means you speak of your family in the past tense and you make active plans for moving 
ahead with your life” (192). These textbooks thus prescribe and reinforce what Stef Craps calls 
Eurocentric notions of “working through” a trauma, which in this case, is not compatible with 
the cultural processes of mourning engrained in the Indo-Canadian community (2). While, as 
Chakraborty notes, Judith “views Shaila as a model mourner” who can “accept the loss and move 
forward with her […] life,” she stands in marked contrast to other “hysterical” relatives who “to 
Templeton’s exasperation embodies the Canadian government’s impatience with minorities who 
continue to turn back to or hold on to lost objects (whether a homeland, cultural practices, or 
memories of dead sons), rather than accept the government’s reconciliatory gestures of closure” 
(Chakraborty “Model Mourning” 203). This can most clearly be seen in the visit Judith and 
Shaila make to the elderly Sikh parents who lost their sons on Flight 182. They arrive to find that 
the couple has “not paid their utility bills. […] The telephone is gone; electricity and gas and 
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water are soon to follow” (193). Judith cannot understand why they do not sign the papers 
necessary to appoint a financial trustee, but the parents tell Judith that “their sons will provide” 
(193). While Judith is clearly exasperated, telling Shaila “You see what I’m up against? I’m sure 
they’re lovely people, but their stubbornness and ignorance are driving me crazy,” Shaila, 
however, understands their reluctance to sign the papers as customary: “In our culture, it is a 
parent’s duty to hope” (195). As Chakraborty insightfully argues, “Templeton wants to the 
bereaved Sikh parents to sign the official documents quickly so that she can close their file,” 
however, “Her push for quick closure risks depriving them of the time to grieve in culturally 
specific ways the loss of their children. In addition, she misreads the parent’s inflexibility, their 
push back against the government’s insistence on closure, as an indication of their ignorance and 
illiteracy” (“Official Apology” 121). Judith, in her rush to close their case and move on to the 
next victim, betrays a fundamental lack of cultural understanding for the different ways in which 
people grieve; in this way she materializes her initial concerns that she as an extension of the 
state might not “always have the human touch, or maybe the right human touch” to help the 
Indo-Canadian community in the face of this enormous trauma (183).  
While the story predominantly focuses on Canada’s management of the victims’ grief and 
economic livelihoods in the wake of the tragedy, there is a moment where we see a similar act of 
authoritative (mis)management by Indian state officials. When Shaila accompanies Kusum, 
another Air India widow, to repatriate the remains of Kusum’s husband and daughter, they are 
met with opposition from an Indian customs official:  
From Ireland most of us go to India. Kusum and I take the same direct 
flight to Bombay, so I can help her clear customs quickly. But we have 
to argue with a man in uniform. He has large boils on his face. The boils 
 
 72 
swell and glow with sweat as we argue with him. He wants Kusum to 
wait in line and he refuses to take authority because his boss is on a tea 
break. But Kusum won’t let her coffins out of sight. (188-189) 
Read symbolically, the Indian customs agent’s refusal to take responsibility for processing 
Kusum’s coffins echoes India’s government refusal to fully acknowledge its implication in the 
Air India disaster through its acts of state-sponsored violence against the Sikh community. Yet 
we can also read this encounter as a reiteration of Judith’s failed attempts to administratively 
manage the grief of victims’ families half the world away, a point that Bowen rightly highlights: 
“shared ethnicity is in itself no guarantee of the present of the ‘right human touch.’ In the story, 
the custom’s officer […] is as obnoxious an example of petty officialdom as one might hope to 
avoid” (52). As Judith struggles to find the “right human touch,” so too does the customs official, 
preferring instead to pass the responsibility for empathizing with these bereaved women to his 
supervisor, demonstrating that neither Canada nor India are equipped to handle the emotional or 
administrative magnitude of the tragedy. Shaila’s response to the customs official’s handling of 
the coffins, however, stands in marked contrast to her mostly restrained exchanges with Judith, 
and she quickly loses her temper: “‘You bastard!’ I scream at the man with the popping boils. 
[…] ‘You think we’re smuggling contraband in those coffins!’ Once upon a time we were well 
brought up women; we were dutiful wives who kept our head veiled, our voices shy and sweet” 
(189). As Shaila’s grief bubbles over into anger, she finds that she no longer fits within the 
prescribed modes of mourning of either her home or adopted countries. Bowen reads this as a 
moment where Shaila’s “grief is neither shared or decorously managed” which “may itself 
translate into a power of cultural resistance” (52). Here Shalia’s grief refuses to be “managed” by 
either Canadian or Indian modes of prescribed mourning or state administration, erupting to the 
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point that it must be acknowledged so that Kusum’s coffins can be released and these women can 
mourn in their own ways. Shaila’s moment of disruptive grief is, as Bowen argues, a moment of 
transcultural resistance; in yelling at the customs agent and refusing both Canadian and Indian 
notions of cultural civility, Shaila expresses her grief and, for a fleeting moment, is recognized in 
all her profound mourning by state officials.  
This eruptive moment where Shaila’s grief is recognized by state officials stands in 
marked contrast to the official narrative that emerges immediately after the bombing. The story 
opens with Shaila sitting alone amongst a flurry of activity as her Indo-Canadian neighbors look 
after her various needs. One mother asks her teenager, following the news on his Walkman, 
“What’s the official word now?” to which he responds, “‘They’re acting evasive, Ma. They’re 
saying it could be an accident or a terrorist bomb” (179). “At least” we’re told, “they’ve stopped 
talking about space debris and Russian lasers” as possible (and obviously preposterous) causes of 
the plane’s downing (180). Simultaneous with this speculation over the radio, the “big TV in the 
den is being whizzed through American networks and cable channels” looking for any news 
about the crash, yet the watchers find this particular news is absent: “‘Damn!’ some man swears 
bitterly. ‘How can these preachers carry on like nothing’s happened?” to which Shaila mentally 
responds, “I want to tell him we’re not that important” (180). From the very beginning, then, the 
official narrative of the tragedy is either garbled to the point of absurdity or lost amongst the 
regularly scheduled programming of Canadian and American television, where the bombing of 
an Air India plane does not register as breaking news. Months later, when Shaila returns to 
Canada, we find that an official narrative of the bombing does start to congeal, but not without 
pressure from the victims’ families; as Shaila notes, “I write letters to the editors of the local 
papers and to members of Parliament. Now at least they admit it was a bomb” (196). However, 
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this official recognition is followed by the further exclusion of victims and their families from 
aegis of the state. Shaila further reports, “One MP answers back with sympathy, but with a 
challenge. You want to make a difference? […] Politicize the Indian voter” (196). Here the MP 
does not recognize the tragedy as an attack on his own constituents, framing them as “Indian,” 
not Canadian. Furthermore, Shaila’s political act in writing to her representative and advocating 
for the recognition of the tragedy as a bombing that directly affects Canada is likewise dismissed 
by the MP, who reiterates the misconception that Indo-Canadians are not active citizens 
participating in the politics of their adopted nation. The official narrative, then, operates to 
distance the state from any culpability in the bombing while still framing the Indo-Canadian 
community as recent arrivals, not yet fully integrated into the state as citizens worth mourning. 
The MP thus reiterates the governmental policies set forth by official apologies, social services, 
and even customs and border controls that together “seek […] to orient the Air India families 
away from dwelling in the past and [to look] to the future” (Chakraborty “Official Apology” 
113). However, Mukherjee’s short story, Chakraborty argues, “insist[s] on opening up the past,” 
encouraging different personal and cultural modes of mourning that might produce melancholic 
attachments to lost objects, be they dead relatives or cultural customs of mourning” (“Official 
Apology” 113). Thus, rather than conform to the mandates of “model mourning,” “The 
Management of Grief” encourages new ways of holding onto or remembering the past that at 
times defy state and geopolitical modes of managing grief. 
In focusing on Canada’s unfolding response to the tragedy, however, the story 
participates in slippages that both reiterate the “unhousing” of the attack and reinforce the 
hegemonic multicultural narrative that Canada projects to affirm itself as a progressive nation at 
the expense of other undesirable immigrant and indigenous bodies. This is especially the case 
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when Shaila identifies herself and the other Air India victims as “We, who stayed out of politics 
and came halfway around the world to avoid religious and political feuding have been the first in 
the New World to die from it” (195-196). This aside places blame for the attacks on foreign strife 
that followed these “apolitical” victims West, in line with Canada’s political framing of the 
tragedy as a “foreign” affair. Additionally, the story’s use of the “New World” affirms Canada’s 
codified “saga,” its official national narrative that erases its violent history of settler colonialism 
and exclusion of certain undesirable immigrants to craft a narrative of a modern, forward-looking 
“multicultural” nation. “The Management of Grief” thus enacts a reaffirmation of the state’s 
authority even as it advocates for the recognition of the Air India bombing as a national tragedy 
and its victims as citizens worth commemorating. As Tanis MacDonald and others have argued, 
the story may depict how “government agencies […] encourage the protagonist to become the 
‘model mourner’ […]: someone whose grief is managed politically and whose citizenship in her 
adopted country becomes dependent on her ability to convince other bereaved people of her 
community to align themselves with the government’s official handling of the tragedy” (95). 
However, I argue that in this instance, the protagonist is already in line with the state’s self-
fashioned settler colonial saga, even as she is at odds with its management of the tragedy. In 
focusing on the state’s recognition of the tragedy, Mukherjee in “The Management of Grief,” and 
Blaise and Mukherjee in The Sorrow and the Terror, often fall into hegemonic discourses that 
reinforce the notion of a “model minority” that fits within the aegis of the state at the expense of 
other “uncivil” immigrant and indigenous bodies. 
Towards a “Dirge, for the World”: Literature After September 11, 2001  
Writing in the immediate wake of the bombing of Air India Flight 182, it is easy to see 
how Blaise and Mukherjee, preoccupied as they were with the politics surrounding the state’s 
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recognition of the disaster, might portray the victims as “model minorities” in order to make 
them more visible to a Canadian public who viewed them not as citizens worth mourning, but 
foreign nationals who were casualties of foreign strife. However, once the Air India disaster was 
integrated into the national consciousness and claimed as “Canada’s 9/11,” narratives about the 
doomed flight and its aftermath shifted from claims for state recognition to address the politics 
that arose from Canada securocratic framing of the tragedy and its limited inclusion of certain 
“model” victims into the aegis of the state at the further exclusion of those who refused to 
conform to standards of post-traumatic civility. Thus, these later narratives have sought to 
portray the historical dispossession of Sikhs, both on the subcontinent and in the diaspora, while 
also addressing the ongoing marginalization of the Indo-Canadian community as a whole, 
critiquing Canada’s veneer as a “multicultural mosaic.” Post-recognition narratives have 
therefore pushed against the state’s framing of the tragedy to portray the Air India victims as 
multifaceted, often defying the culturally accepted role of “model” mourner by holding on to 
historical grievances that the state and international community would rather they forget. In this 
way, these novels force readers to recognize that all victims should be publicly seen, heard, and 
mourned, even if they fail to conform to prescribed notions of proper public grieving. These 
novels, then, take a more sophisticated approach to critiquing the state’s attempts to impose 
closure upon the tragedy by insisting that official acts of reconciliation should include a thorough 
recounting of historical grievances that cross national and cultural borders, while also suggesting 
that victims should be recognized not for the exceptional status, but acknowledged as a 




In this section, I examine two novels by Indo-Canadian authors, Anita Rau Badami’s Can 
You Hear the Nightbird Call? (2006) and Padma Viswanathan’s The Ever After of Ashwin Rao 
(2014), as examples of this shift in post-recognition Air India literature.23 Both novels 
historically contextualize the bombing while actively rejecting the “model minority” / “model 
mourner” archetypes presented in earlier literature about the disaster that were later codified 
through the state’s official attempts to incorporate the tragedy into its “saga.” In placing the Air 
India bombing within a larger constellation of historical violence and creating complex 
characters who refuse to release the grief and grievances of the past, these novels defy 
overlapping state and geopolitical power structures that have encouraged forgetting, or, at best, 
have enforced strict frameworks of remembrance that adhere to the state’s securocratic policies. 
In other words, I argue that these novels forge “migrating memories” by actively remembering 
the difficult national, transnational, and transcultural histories in relation to Air India and 
acknowledge how this cycle of violence and exclusion continues to inflect the present. Thus 
rather than depicting aggrieved minorities “working through” their grief within culturally 
prescribed parameters of civility, or only viewing the tragedy as a singular aberrant event on 
Canada’s road towards a progressive and inclusive future, these texts insist on viewing the Air 
India disaster and its tenuous legacy as part of a larger “dirge, for the world.” 
Actively working against the limited framework through which the tragedy has been 
officially recognized as “Canada’s 9/11,” Badami’s Can You Hear the Nightbird Call? weaves 
together almost a century of transnational history through the perspective of the global Sikh 
community to demonstrate how seemingly unrelated eruptions of violence are imbricated in the 
                                               
23 While Padma Viswanathan describes herself as “Canadian by birth and temperament,” she currently lives and 
teaches in America, making her more of a transnational literary figure (Padma Viswanathan np). Anita Rau Badami 
was born in India and immigrated to Canada in 1991 and has typically been viewed as a diasporic author writing 
within the Canadian national canon. 
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1985 bombing.24 Accordingly, Badami punctuates her novel with the long-term implications of 
the 1914 failed voyage of the Komagata Maru as it resonates across continents, decades, and 
generations. In the first pages, we learn that six-year old Sharanjeet Kaur’s father had been on 
the routed ship fourteen years before and that he still harbors resentment at being turned away 
from Canada: “Harjot Sigh had been resentful about his treatment at the hand of the goras who 
ruled the country, he had never understood why he and the other passengers on the Komagata 
Maru, every one of them British citizens, had been refused entry to Canada and the ship turned 
back” (13). From the outset of her novel, then, Badami illustrates the historical foundations of 
Canada’s underlying racial intolerance towards South Asian immigrants who have consistently 
been perceived as “Hindoo invaders” (Dean “Importance of Remembering” 197). However, 
Badami also implicates British colonial forces in the violent suppression of the passengers upon 
their return to India. When the postman relays the news of the ship’s routing to Sharanjeet’s 
mother, we learn that “the British were waiting for them with guns” and that even though the 
men did nothing wrong, the postman rhetorically asks, “Do the Sahibs need an excuse to raise 
guns to our heads?” (Badami 17). Not only is Canada’s history of racial exclusion implicated in 
this incident, but the underlying and arbitrary violence of British colonialism is also exposed. 
While Harjot Singh makes it back to his family alive, the injustice of the Komagata Maru haunts 
him through the intervening fourteen years, leading to his growing disaffection and eventual 
abandonment of his family. In his absence, his daughter is left to wonder, like her father, what 
her “life would have been like […] if they had allowed us to stay” in Canada (11). Her father’s 
failure, however, does not discourage Sharanjeet, and she eventually immigrates to Canada, 
turning herself into Bibi-ji, a pillar of Vancouver’s diasporic community. 
                                               
24 Badami’s novel follows the life-long trajectories of three women, two of whom are Sikh, and it is their narratives 
that my discussion will focus on. However, it is important to note that Leela, a Hindu, is killed on Flight 182. 
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While Sharanjeet/Bibi-ji is able to successfully complete her journey to Canada, the 
failed voyage of the Komagata Maru is framed as the originary act of transnational violence and 
racial intolerance that initiates decades of further violence, racial intolerance, migration, 
abandonment, and disaffection, both on the Indian subcontinent and in Canada, all of which 
thematically culminates in the Air India bombing at the close of the novel. Dean argues that 
while Can You Hear the Nightbird Call? explicitly connects the Komagata Maru to the Air India 
disaster, Canadian state officials have been reluctant to remember the tragedy and the failed 
voyage “in relation,” thereby “cloak[ing] the overt racism underpinning both [events…and] thus 
maintain[ing] the veneer of ‘Canada’ as a haven for racial diversity” (“Importance of 
Remembering” 197). Badami troubles Canada’s inclusive facade throughout her novel as the 
Komagata Maru continues to brew resentment across generations. As Bibi-ji and her husband, 
Pa-ji, educate their nephew and adopted son Jasbeer on Sikh history, the ship remains a central 
part of his education: Bibi-ji “thought of the number of times she had […] told Jasbeer of her 
own father’s aborted journey on the ship called the Komagata Maru, turned away by this very 
city. And each time Pa-ji would comment at length on the injustice of the whole episode” (198). 
But Bibi-ji begins to question these history lessons after Jasbeer gets in trouble for bringing a 
kitchen knife to school as a makeshift kirpan:25 “Had they burdened the boy with an impossible 
load, a feeling of grievance unresolved?” (198). The traumatic weight of the Komagata Maru is 
thus passed down from grandfather to daughter and finally to adopted son, leading Jasbeer to 
“act out” his anger in ways that are deemed culturally inappropriate in Canada. But Badami 
asserts that it is not the Komagata Maru alone that causes Jasbeer’s disaffection, but the 
repetitions, both small and large, of Canada’s failed multicultural policies that reinforce these 
                                               
25 The kirpan is a short “ceremonial dagger” or sword that is carried by Sikh men and is one of the five 
distinguishing features of the Sikh Khalsa (Blaise and Mukherjee XIV). 
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historical grievances. When Bibi-ji and Pa-ji are called into the principal’s office to atone for 
Jasbeer’s transgression, the principal reiterates the racial and cultural divide between “civil” 
white Canadians and the “foreign” Singhs when he insinuates that in the “Poonjab” or “in your 
part of the world it is okay to carry swords” (210).26 The failure to see the passengers on the 
Komagata Maru as English citizens is thus replicated in the principal’s failure to see the Singhs 
as Canadian citizens. Bibi-ji, however, quickly and firmly rejects this Othering of her family by 
asserting their Canadianess: “Our part of the world? […] On Main Street we are very law-
abiding citizens” (210). Incidents such as these pepper the novel and demonstrate the continued 
failure of Canada’s “multicultural mosaic,” where South Asians are never quite perceived as 
citizens, no matter how model or civil their behavior. 
Jasbeer, though still a boy, acutely feels these micro-aggressions that paint him and his 
family as belated and unwanted arrivals to Canada. Upon hearing the exchange between the 
principal and Bibi-ji, “Jasbeer kicked the leg of the principal’s table. He recognized that tone of 
voice. It made him helplessly furious. Too young to know that the word to best describe that tone 
as patronizing, he was not too young to understand the thread of meaning that ran through it” 
(210). Here, Jasbeer “helplessly” acts out his anger at racist discourses he cannot yet properly 
name but recognizes nonetheless. His anger only develops throughout the novel, becoming more 
acute after Pa-ji is killed during Operation Blue Star and his sister is burned alive during the anti-
Sikh riots that follow the assassination of Indira Gandhi. All this violence, both massive and 
mundane, leads him to join the Sikh secessionist movement, which, in turn, results in the 
bombing of Flight 182. While Chakraborty rightly observes that Jasbeer’s anger “embodies the 
                                               
26 It is important to note that the principal also aligns Jasbeer with stereotypical notions of savagery associated with 
indigenous men in this dressing down of the Singhs: “And if you, Mr. and Mrs. Singh, could make sure our young 
brave here does not arm himself for school in the future I will be very grateful” (212). By referring to Jasbeer to a 
“brave,” a Native American warrior, he is imaginatively aligning Sikh and indigenous male bodies as violent and 
aberrant to notions of white settler civility. 
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long-term effects of living with Bibi-ji and Pa-ji’s stories of pain and injustice,” she recognizes 
that it is not the cumulative weight of history that leads to his disaffection, but its repetitions 
(“Official Apology” 123). As Chakraborty further argues,  
In suggesting that Jasbeer’s embrace of religious extremism is the 
consequence of the Canadian state’s historical and continuing racist 
practices against Indo-Canadians, Can You Hear the Nightbird Call? 
offers a serious rebuttal to the state’s rhetoric of Sikh extremism in 
Canada as being imported from elsewhere and to the state’s portrayal of 
the Air India tragedy as an isolated wrong—an aberration—in its 
treatment of South Asians. (“Official Apology” 124) 
The novel thus rejects the state’s notion that the Air India bombing was an isolated incident, 
dislocated from Canada’s history as a peaceful nation, but instead, it consciously depicts 
mundane acts of racism as part of a constellation of transnational grievances that need to be 
narrativized together in order for these traumatic events to become legible. Dean reiterates this 
point, writing that in remembering the Komagata Maru and Air India “in relation,” the novel 
“invites critical reflection on the many ways that historical injustices live on, shaping and 
delimiting the present” (“Importance of Remembering” 200). The novel therefore enacts its own 
form of history creation in the same way Bibi-ji and Pa-ji’s handed their histories down to 
Jasbeer. While much of their lessons drew on the historical record, Pa-ji enacted his own sort of 
historical assemblage, blending facts with an imagined family history to create a sense of identity 
and belonging to compensate for his own abandonment and dislocation: “Bibi-ji understood his 
need to possess a piece of history, she knew all about keeping dreams alive. What harm, she 
thought, could his small private fictions do in a world where larger truths were reshaped to suit 
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those in power?” (204). In merging historical facts with fiction, Badami is also working against 
those hegemonic “truths” that are “reshaped to suite those in power,” and by placing the Air 
India bombing within the ambit of often suppressed traumatic histories, she forces her Canadian 
and international audiences to examine their own implication in these traumatic pasts as they 
shape the politics of the present, enacting her own form of “migrating memories.” 
Similarly, Viswanathan’s The Ever After of Ashwin Rao places the Air India tragedy 
within a transnational framework that also includes Operation Blue Star and the 1984 anti-Sikh 
riots, along with other historical and contemporary acts of state-sponsored violence.27 In a 
marked departure from earlier literature about Air India, however, Viswanathan reverses the 
dynamics of the state’s regulation of mourning originally depicted in “The Management of 
Grief” by having Ashwin Rao, an academic psychologist who lost his sister, nephew, and 
beloved niece in the Air India bombing, counsel victims’ families against the backdrop of the 
failed 2003-2005 trial of the bombing’s alleged perpetrators.28 Ostensibly, Ashwin meets with 
victims’ families, “to find out how these people had coped up. Not only how as in how well, but 
rather by what means did they go on?” especially as there were so few institutional resources to 
help them navigate their grief (6). As he conducts his preliminary research for his book, 
however, Ashwin finds that since The Sorrow and the Terror, “no one tried to learn what had 
                                               
27 In a marked departure from other Air India texts, Viswanathan evokes, and even directly quotes from, earlier Air 
India literature, including The Sorrow and the Terror. In fact, her acknowledgments section reads more like a 
bibliography where she cites Air India literature as well as articles on Indian politics and textbooks on grief 
management that at times are directly quoted in the text, grounding her fiction in reality. 
28 As Chandrima Chakraborty notes, not only were the charges brought against two men eighteen years after the 
attacks, but there was also “mishandling of evidence by the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) and the 
Canadian Security and Intelligence Service (CSIS) and the lack of cooperation between the agencies during the 
prolonged twenty-year investigation,” which led to the acquittal of both men after the most expensive trial in 
Canadian history (173). It is clear, however, that this trial was part of the state’s overall attempts to solidify an 
official narrative about the attacks, yet it had the adverse effect of highlighting the systemic racism against the South 
Asian community by Canadian authorities in the lead up to, and aftermath of, the 1985 bombing. Ashwin calls the 
trial “a sham […] because it came so very late—and after so much had changed, from the political situations that fed 




happened to these people,” highlighting the state’s ongoing neglect of the victims’ families, 
despite Canada’s post-September 11 recognition of the bombing as a “national tragedy” and its 
ongoing attempts to officially adjudicate the matter through the trial and later governmental 
inquiry (9). To correct this oversight, Ashwin proposes to interview several Air India family 
members using a “narrative therapy” methodology, where after each session he creates narratives 
of their memories to “[break] up their monolithic notions of their identities, their histories, and, 
most importantly, their destinies” to help them become “the people they envisioned” (15). 
Viswanathan thus uses Ashwin’s therapeutic narratives as well as his ongoing research on the 
tragedy and grief management to break up the traditional representational structure of her novel. 
This gives readers a real-time account of Ashwin’s work on the project and interactions with 
victims’ families while also allowing for descriptive flashbacks of past events that Ashwin 
(re)creates from his interviews and conjures from his own memories. Viswanathan thus blends 
fact and the fictional recollections of multiple characters through Ashwin’s own interpretive lens 
and narrative voice. 
Beginning his project on Air India at the commencement of the trial, Ashwin finds that 
rather than moving the victims towards closure, these belated acts of official reconciliation have 
instead re-traumatized many of his interviewees. This is clear from Ashwin’s first interview with 
Venkat, a father who lost his wife and son on Flight 182, who argues “The trial has stirred up all 
the old emotions. Now we are waiting, again, for it all to be over” (67).29 The trial itself is 
viewed as a repetition of the originary trauma, where once these relatives waited in a Cork 
hospital to identify the remains of their loved ones, now, twenty years later, they wait in a 
courtroom for a verdict that may or may not bring a sense of closure to their immeasurable loss. 
                                               
29 Viswanathan pairs Venkat’s comment to Ashwin here with what seems to be real testimony: “A victim’s father 
had been quoted in the papers, on the trail, saying, ‘It’s like somebody putting a needle in a wound that has formed a 
crust. It was probably bleeding on the inside, but you couldn’t see it. Now it is bleeding on the outside” (67). 
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In exploring how victims are coping in the two decades after the bombing, and in witnessing 
how the trial does not foreclose the victims’ grief, but rather reopens old wounds, Ashwin firmly 
rejects the linear notion of working through grief espoused by Judith Templeton in “The 
Management of Grief”: “researchers are starting to admit that we perhaps never recover [from a 
loss]. They still look at stages in grief. Not the old, hard-and-fast-ones: Denial […] Anger […] 
Bargaining […] Depression […] Acceptance? Check. But changes of some sort—erosion, shape-
shifting” (63). Rather than pushing patients towards acceptance and reconstruction as Judith once 
did, Ashwin tracks how their grief changes over time, admitting “‘letting go of a child is 
impossible.’ And yet, with time, the great sloth heart may move” (qtd. in Viswanathan 63). 
However, it is clear that while many victims’ grief may have changed in the intervening years, 
the state’s attempts to manage the aftermath of the tragedy, some twenty years too late, has yet 
again had the opposite effect than intended, leading to further traumatization, disaffection, and 
alienation from the nation. 
While Ashwin’s stated goal in writing his book may be to track how Air India victims 
have “coped up” since the tragedy, it becomes clear that his motives are not purely academic but 
driven by his own grief. In fact, as the novel progresses, we realize that he is not only coming to 
terms with the losses he suffered in the Air India disaster, but he is also working through what he 
calls his “three strikes,” his entanglements with three separate, yet interconnected, acts of 
eruptive violence that implicate him as actor, victim, and bystander. The first “strike” was the 
1984 anti-Sikh riots, where Ashwin witnessed one of his Sikh neighbors being burned alive after 
he helped another Sikh family find shelter in his home. This led to his first study in grief, Who 
are the Victims? Narrative Therapy in the Aftermath of the Delhi Riots, where he worked with a 
cross section of the Delhi community and “compared their experiences of betrayal and trauma 
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and spoke to one another across religion and class” as a “puny-yet-potent effort at truth and 
reconciliation” (32). The second “strike” was the Air India bombing, where he was cast as a 
victim unable to fully come to terms with the loss of his niece. The “third strike” was the 2002 
riots in Godhra, where a train full of Hindu pilgrims were burned alive and “the Muslims were 
blamed,” which led to yet another round of communal riots.30 However, unlike Ashwin’s earlier 
proactive attempts to shield his neighbors and help his community work through the collective 
trauma of the 1984 pogroms, he is paralyzed by this latest eruption of inter-religious violence 
and admits, “I didn’t leave my apartment that week. I barely left my sofa” (226). Ashwin 
describes himself as “a man thrice-struck by lightning. The first strike, the pogroms, came close. 
The second, the bombing, struck home. […] Finally, the third bolt had struck, but at a distance. It 
didn’t kill me, but it deadened me,” and it is only after fourteen months of paralysis when he 
begins work on his Air India book that he begins the slow process of moving his “great sloth 
heart” to work through these layers of trauma and grief (222, 63). 
In addition to Ashwin’s “three strikes,” he takes pains to connect these events to a much 
longer history of colonial and postcolonial violence, crossing national, cultural, and religious 
borders. In one of his personal therapeutic narratives, Ashwin’s deceased father’s voice instructs 
him to fully account the histories that together led to Air India: “The Air India bombing was not 
simply the result of some limited if collective murderous rage. That rage was fed by a larger 
sense of outrage, resulting from the under-noticed, under-reported Delhi pogroms” (235). 
Because this link between the pogroms and Flight 182 is well established, his father pushes him 
to go farther back in history to outline a complete genealogy of (post)colonial violence: “Keep 
                                               
30 It is alleged that Prime Minister Narendra Modi, then Chief Minister, is implicated in these anti-Muslim riots in 
Godhra, as Viswanathan makes clear: “It has since been alleged […] that Chief Minister Narendra Modi and others 
mobilized, that same night, a spontaneous outpouring of grief and violence over the Hindu pilgrim’s deaths. The 
personnel were ready to Click! into mob formation” (226). In fact, it is Modi’s alleged implication in these riots that 
the Canadians were protesting during his visit to the Toronto Air India memorial in 2015. 
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going. Amritsar?” his father implores, referring to the Jallianwala Bagh massacre in 1919,31 
followed by a further instigation to “Think! What Came before? The Emergency” recalling the 
state of emergency declared by Indira Gandhi’s between 1975 to 1977, leading to the suspension 
of civil liberties and a variety of human rights abuses (235, 237). Ashwin concedes that both 
these events disproportionately targeted Sikhs, where “33 percent of the Emergency’s nearly 
150,000 detainees were said to have been Sikhs, who make up 2 percent of the Indian 
population” (238). However, Ashwin does not restrict this historical recounting to the 
subcontinent and he soon moves to Canada’s implication in the exclusionary policies that led to 
further disaffection amongst the Sikh community in diaspora. “Canada,” he argues, “has always 
courted European immigrants while barring the Brown Peril, exercising Canada’s right to Keep 
Canada White,” specifically citing the Komagata Maru incident as evidence of these formal and 
informal policies: “In 1914, under newly written […] immigration laws, Canada famously turned 
a shipload of Indians back at Vancouver harbor. ‘Hindoo Invasion Repelled!’” (240). Ashwin 
thus sees these various histories of colonial, postcolonial, transcultural, transnational, and inter-
religious violence as forming “rough link[s] on history’s rattling chains” that connect him to the 
Sikh separatists that caused him so much pain and grief: “When I think on the Air India disaster, 
I hear the chain of history rattle. Its links are loops. Loops have holes. Was the bombing a 
Canadian or an Indian tragedy? Why pose this false division? Canada was colonized when India 
was, and their fates were ever linked. There is no expiation. The declaration of any single truth is 
itself an act of violence” (241, 242). To make the Air India disaster legible, then, Ashwin must 
account for each link on the chain of history that leads to his trauma(s), as Dean argues: 
“Ashwin’s version of history as a rattling chain that loops opens possibilities for understanding 
                                               
31 On April 13, 1919, Colonel Reginald Dyer ordered his troops to fire upon an assembly of civilians, predominantly 
Sikhs, who were celebrating the Baisakhi celebrations, killing between 379 to 1,000 people. 
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how and why the violence of British imperialism and the violence of the bombing remain […] 
inseparable” without reconciling or “expiating” the grief these links cause (“Remembering in 
Relation” 15). However, it is not just the past he’s concerned with, but the future: “This casual 
chain must frame my book?” Ashwin asks his father’s imagined voice, “It must,” his father 
replies, as “New links on the chain are still being forged” (243). It is this focus on futurity and 
the possibility of healing old wounds through his work that connects him with victims, both past 
and present, that opens him up to the slow process of finally coming to terms with his own 
traumatic history. 
Ashwin’s prolonged grief sets the stage for the depiction of different modes of 
bereavement victims have displayed in working through the Air India tragedy. In fact, it is 
essential for Ashwin to work through his own grief by acknowledging that the victims are 
individuals who process their grief in different civil and uncivil ways. To demonstrate this point, 
Ashwin is critical of the monolithic representation of the victims’ in The Sorrow and the Terror 
as they reinforce the notion that they were “model minorities” and citizens worth grieving. 
Ashwin observes that “Part two [of the book] ‘honours’ the victims, telling their stories in their 
voices,” but that is does so by “framing and bending them so that this stream converges […] to 
become a single roaring river of accusation: that the Canadian government failed to see this as a 
Canadian problem and a Canadian tragedy, even though it was a plot hatched by Canadians in 
Canada that resulted in hundreds of Canadian deaths” (9). Later we learn that Ashwin was 
offended by Blaise and Mukherjee’s hegemonic framing of the victims as part of their strategy to 
achieve state recognition for the tragedy. As he notes, the authors “did interviews with the 
victims families. Suburban Indian parents, who tell their moving stories themselves, while the 
novelists describe them, and the scene around them, with only occasional lapses into the 
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ridiculous” at which point he quotes directly from The Sorrow and the Terror: “‘The winding 
streets of middle-class Toronto suburbs, bearing names like “Brendangate,” “Wildfern” and 
“Morningstar,” should never have known such tragedy’” (qtd. in Viswanathan 71). Ashwin 
responds to this passage with indignation: “What? Tragedy belongs to places with ugly names?” 
(71). Here, Ashwin firmly rejects the notion of the “model” victim projected by Blaise and 
Mukherjee, but he continues to decry “the really offensive part” of the book, where they describe 
all the children who died as productive diasporic citizens cut short in their prime: “These were 
our children” Ashwin writes, “reduced to some majority opinion of what they should have been, 
perfect little conformists, the best of both worlds, untouched by darkness or dirt” (71). To 
Ashwin, “those children weren’t deserving of investigative attention because of their virtues. 
They deserved to live because they were alive. They were Canadian because they were born or 
raised here” (72). It is not their “model” behavior or even their citizenship status that confers 
these children with worth in Ashwin’s mind, but the very fact that they were human and 
ultimately no human deserves their fate.  
To further problematize the “model minority” myth perpetuated about the victims since 
The Sorrow and the Terror, Viswanathan purposefully frames the Air India victims and their 
surviving family members as complex and often difficult characters that are hard for readers to 
sympathize with. While the novel primarily focuses on Ashwin’s own process of coming to 
terms with his paralytic grief through his growing attachment to Seth and his family, Ashwin’s 
process stands in marked contrast to Venkat, Seth’s cousin and fellow Canadian-transplant, and 
his failure to cope with the loss of his wife and son on Flight 182. Venkat is depicted as 
cantankerous, an emotional and physical drain on Seth and his family who display a continued 
“gracious forbearance” in the face of his anger and biting loneliness (243). At Seth’s urging, 
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Venkat reluctantly agrees to join Ashwin’s study, but it quickly becomes clear that nineteen 
years after the tragedy, Venkat has not processed his loss in productive ways. During their first 
meeting, Venkat rants for over two hours, telling Ashwin “in nauseating detail […] how the 
bomb was made, how it was planted, right under the noses of everyone […] details, details, 
details—hardly mentioning his wife or child or how he lived his wreck of a life. I was unable to 
interrupt, to guide him or ask questions” (69). Venkat’s anger remains equally directed at the 
alleged perpetrators and the continued incompetence of the Canadian agencies, and the trial, the 
state’s attempt to atone for its past mismanagement, only fuels his resentment. It is clear that 
Venkat is the opposite of the “model mourner” not because he refuses to give up his lost objects, 
his dead family, but because he allows his resentment against the state to fester, which in itself 
becomes an affect he cannot let go or reconcile.  
However unpleasant Venkat can be, Viswanthan still injects moments in her novel where 
his basic humanity in the face of his extreme suffering emerges. This can most clearly be seen in 
one of Ashwin’s therapeutic narratives recounting Seth’s experience accompanying Venkat to 
Ireland to claim the body of Venkat’s son. Emerging from their lodging early their first morning 
in Cork, they come across what initially seems to be an act of racism directed at them that, while 
reminding Seth of unpleasant memories of Canada, turns into a moment of transcultural 
connection. Ashwin transcribes the scene: 
a young woman […] exited the garden of the house beside them, pushing 
a pram and holding the hand of a small boy. As she turned toward Seth 
and Venkat, her pretty mouth froze and she yanked her son back. Seth, 
without turning, saw this from the corner of his eye. He felt a familiar 
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pinch of shame and rage that the few instances of overt racism he had 
face in Canada had brought on. (133) 
This seemingly “overt” act of racism, where the mother instinctively pulls her young son away 
from two brown men has been a commonplace in Seth’s experience and he remembers the harsh 
treatment of his daughters, who we learn were taunted in Canada as they walked to school: 
“Once the kids threw eggs. ‘Paki’s go home!’ they would shout” (133). The mother’s recoiling at 
the sight of these men, then, seems initially familiar. However, the woman soon reappears with 
her son, who  
gripped a plastic bag encasing […] half a dozen […] fat pink roses. They 
came up to Seth and Venkat, and the woman said, ‘We’re all so very 
sorry for your loss. Please, can we give you these?’ The little boy held 
the bouquet out to them with stiff arms. Venkat took the roses and 
wrapped the boy in a hug, which he accepted for a moment before 
wiggling fee. (133) 
What initially seems to be a scene of racist exclusion turns into one of the few genuine instances 
of transcultural connection in the novel, where an Irish woman and her children offer acceptance 
and solace to the grieving men. Importantly, in this moment, Venkat shows genuine affection for 
the boy, hugging the child when he often did not show such affection to his own son. 
Juxtaposing this moment of kindness from Irish strangers with the mundane and even traumatic 
racism these men experience in Canada, however, hints that there is something more to Venkat’s 
growing coldness in the years after the bombing, and that is not just his grief that is consuming 




In light of the systemic racism that permeates Canadian culture both before and after the 
bombing, we can see how Venkat, already a difficult man, becomes angrier in the intervening 
years since the loss of his family, when his own government consistently refused to offer its own 
condolences as the Irish woman and her children did. This prolonged mistreatment leads to the 
disclosure later in the novel that Venkat has only stayed in Canada to aid the Hindu nationalist 
movement abroad. As Venkat candidly tells Ashwin, “You never said, when you came to my 
office last summer, that you are here because these same bastards killed your family too. Once 
Seth told me, I wanted you to know: don’t think that, because I stayed in Canada, I have 
forgotten our motherland, I returned to Canada to better support our struggle” (220). While 
Venkat correctly identifies Ashwin as a fellow mourner, he mistakenly assumes that Ashwin 
shares his dispossession. Hoping to connect with Ashwin through more than just their shared 
grief, Venkat, blinded by his anger, assumes Ashwin also supports the Hindu fundamentalist 
movement, however he fails to recognize that Ashwin is grieving in his own way, having 
experienced his “three strikes” of terrorism and state-sponsored violence. In light of Venkat’s 
attempt at connection, Ashwin cannot sympathize with the rhetoric of such nationalisms, leading 
to further disconnection between these grieving men. Ultimately, when the verdict is read in the 
Vancouver courtroom, Venkat vows to return to India: “‘Not guilty,’ Venkat said, his face eerie 
and motionless, as usual, his eyes dull, red and hurt. […] ‘I am going home. Canada is dead to 
me’” (349). It is therefore not the loss of his family, but the continued underlying racism and 
mismanagement of the tragedy by the government that has alienated Venkat, and as with Jasbeer 
before him, his dispossession will continue to fuel the transnational cycle of violence yet to 
come. Thus, these novels assert that the state’s limited frameworks of recognition have been 
insufficient in identifying the ongoing pain and grief that lingers amongst the Indo-Canadian 
 
 92 
community and to truly reconcile this event, the government would need to properly situate it 
within a constellation of past grievances and ongoing acts of transnational violence that the state 
itself is implicated in. 
Air India Literature as Migrating Sites of Memory? 
No matter when it was produced, it is clear that literature about Air India has always 
sought to increase awareness of the disaster, both within Canada and in the larger international 
sphere. As is clear from Mukherjee’s “The Management of Grief,” stories about Air India have 
circulated in the global literary marketplace for decades, but I want to assess how successful 
these literary works have been in actually transmitting the “migrating memories” they take pains 
to depict, despite the power structures that would rather atomize the Air India tragedy in the 
national and international consciousness. Dean rightly argues that the post-recognition literature 
that seeks to remember Flight 182 “in relation” to other traumatic events has mostly been 
successful in its aims by expanding the frameworks of remembrance surrounding the bombing. 
As she argues, “it is not terribly surprising that works of literature seem more likely than 
memorials, and particularly than state-sponsored remembrance events or monuments, to evoke 
memory” because they are “‘artworks [that] disrupt and challenge the symbolic authority that 
official accounts of the bombing have maintained’” (qtd. in “Remembering in Relation” 20). 
While it is true that Canada’s belated and limited incorporation of Air India into the national saga 
marked a turning point in the literature about the attacks, where as a genre it expanded beyond 
advocacy for state recognition to explore the transnational dimensions of the tragedy, this 
literature, I argue, has yet to find a corresponding international audience. In fact, both Can You 
Hear the Nightbird Call? and The Ever After of Ashwin Rao have struggled to find publishers 
beyond Canada, severely limiting the reach of these works in the international public sphere. It is 
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thus necessary to assess how impactful these works of literature are as material forms of 
remembrance as they travel in the global literary marketplace. 
Despite its predominant focus on Canada’s immediate actions to manage the 
administrative fallout from the Air India tragedy, Mukherjee’s story, originally published in the 
collection The Middleman and Other Stories in 1988, has circulated transnationally and 
continues to be reprinted in anthologies and taught in classrooms throughout Canada and the 
United States. “The Management of Grief,” however, grew out of the reportage Mukherjee 
undertook for The Sorrow and the Terror, and while that book was a non-fiction bestseller in 
Canada, it quickly fell out of print and was never published outside of Canada. As Mukherjee 
recounts in an interview, “they’ve long forgotten the nonfiction book […] but the story lives on” 
(Welch np). She specifically attributes the difference in reception to the unique power of fiction: 
“the persuasive power of fiction was heartening. […] The story of individual families or 
individual victims lived on and spoke to people in ways that the statement of facts didn’t,” even 
though her earlier book included interviews with victims’ families members, as well as personal 
stories and pictures of many of the young lives lost in the tragedy (Welch np). While it may be 
that fiction has a unique affective power to represent and transmit a transnational trauma in ways 
that non-fiction or even poetry does not, Mukherjee admits in a later interview that a more 
practical focus on national boundaries may explain the differences in circulation between the 
non-fiction book and the fictional short story: “nobody will publish The Sorrow and the Terror 
in the United States […] because there were no American victims on that flight. I want that in the 
interview, please. That American publishers have rejected that book because they have asked 
again and again if there were any American citizens involved” (Mukherjee, et. al. 28). 
Mukherjee’s assertion that fiction travels across national borders in ways that non-fiction does 
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not thus seems to be a cover for the narrow focus of publishing houses to cater to the local 
concerns of their readers. Additionally, as a short story that removes specific markers to the Air 
India tragedy, it may be that “The Management of Grief” has circulated more readily because it 
can be easily anthologized and generally applied as a critique of failed multicultural policies in a 
time of trauma. 
Mukherjee’s focus on the power of fiction also does not account for the uneven 
distribution of literature about the Air India tragedy once the tragedy was claimed as “Canada’s 
9/11.” While Badami’s earlier novels Tamarind Mem (1996) and The Hero’s Walk (2001) were 
bestsellers, Can You Hear the Nightbird Call? has not circulated extensively beyond an 
immediate Canadian readership.32 Similarly, Viswanathan’s first novel, The Toss of a Lemon, 
was published and sold well in both Canada and the United States, but American publishers 
passed on The Ever After of Ashwin Rao because the subject matter was “too Canadian” 
(Viswanathan personal interview).33 The publication patterns of these novels are thus reminiscent 
of Mukherjee’s earlier claims that major American publishers are reluctant to reprint Air India 
literature because there were no American casualties. However, unlike “The Management of 
Grief,” these later transnational novels place the tragedy within a larger ambit of (post)colonial, 
state, and geopolitical violence, which should make them more attractive to a global readership 
                                               
32 Tamarind Mem was retitled as Tamarind Woman by its American publishers, although the UK, French, and Indian 
editions keep the original title. While her novel, The Hero’s Walk, does not have an American imprint, it is often 
available in American bookstores and has been translated into Persian, Dutch, Italian, and Polish for the 
international market. Can You Hear the Nightbird Call? has Dutch and Italian imprints, though the only English 
language publishers are Canadian, and it has fewer overall editions than Badami’s other novels. An e-book edition 
was published in 2010, however it is only available for download in Canada. 
33 The Ever After of Ashwin Rao was a national bestseller in Canada and a finalist for the Scotiabank Giller Prize, the 
most prestigious national award for Canadian fiction. In June 2015, Soft Skull Press, a small imprint, published The 
Ever After of Ashwin Rao in the United States, changing the book’s summary on the back cover to highlight the 
novel’s focus on “post-9/11 life” to appeal to an American audience. By contrast, Viswanathan’s earlier novel, The 
Toss of a Lemon, was distributed in the United States by Harcourt, Inc., and has been published in eight countries, 
according to the author’s website. 
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interested in understanding the root causes of terrorism and religious fundamentalism.34 We are 
thus left to wonder why fiction should be attractive to an international audience when it is 
secured within a narrative of state recognition, yet unattractive when it expands to the realm of 
the transnational. One can guess that an international public does not want to be implicated in 
violence that occurred over thirty years ago; however, this does not account for the fact that this 
literature is relatively popular in Canada despite its harsh critique of the state’s handling of the 
tragedy and its aftermath. It could be that Canada’s strategic efforts to recognize Flight 182 as a 
national tragedy may be the very thing that curtails the circulation of post-recognition Air India 
literature. In other words, in claiming the bombing as “Canada’s 9/11,” despite its complex 
transnational causes and effects, Canada has placed Air India firmly within its state saga, even as 
it seeks to dislocate the bombing and its victims to some other place, some other time, to 
exonerate its own culpability in the tragedy. It is thus no wonder that other countries might not 
be open to exploring their implication in a tragedy that is continually claimed and displaced by 
Canada’s official discourses. 
There is hope that there may yet be a larger international awareness of the Air India 
tragedy, however we must always be attentive to the form this awareness takes. While Canada’s 
recognition of the tragedy would not have been possible without the tireless advocacy by 
victims’ families, as I argued earlier, these political acts have been coopted by the state, as was 
the case with the Toronto Air India memorial. Therefore we must, as Terri Tomsky argues, 
assess how Air India circulates within the “trauma economy,” where the literature about the 
bombing circulates within established capitalistic networks and structures of global power. 
However, Tomsky also reminds scholars to be vigilant to moments of possibility within these 
hegemonic systems: “any account of travelling trauma,” she argues, “need[s] to affirm the 
                                               
34 See the popularity of Mohsin Hamid’s The Reluctant Fundamentalist (2007), for example. 
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occurrence of transgressive possibilities, whether in the form of fleeting transcultural affinities or 
in the effort to locate the inherent tensions within a system where such travel occurs” (51). I 
argue that one space of “transgressive possibility” has arisen from recent efforts to commemorate 
the thirtieth anniversary of the Air India tragedy, where scholars have come together with artists 
and victims’ family members to produce interdisciplinary and public dialogues about the 
bombing and its ongoing legacy. Scholars such as Chandrima Chakraborty, Amber Dean, and 
Angela Failler have been at the forefront of fostering awareness about the tragedy in Canada 
with the publication of a special issue on the Air India disaster in the Canadian journal Topia 
and, in 2017, the collection Remembering Air India: The Art of Public Mourning, where they 
reprinted scholarship, artistic works, and hard to find government documents in order to incite 
further scholarship on the bombing and its aftermath. In particular, their collection worked with 
authors such as Viswanathan and Saklikar to reprint shorter selections of their works so that they 
may circulate more widely and be taught in classrooms, much as the heavily anthologized “The 
Management of Grief” already is.35 Most importantly, Chakraborty, Dean, and Failler organized 
the John Douglas Taylor Conference at McMaster University in 2016 to not only to raise public 
awareness about the thirtieth anniversary of the bombing, but also to forge connections between 
scholars, artists, authors, and most importantly, victims’ relatives. This attempt to bring these 
communities together marks a departure from much scholarship on instances of trauma, which is 
often done without the direct input of victims beyond their recorded testimonies. 
The recently published transnational literature about Air India thus expands our 
understanding of the historically-fraught commemoration of the Air India tragedy, creating 
counter-narratives to Canada’s limited post- September 11 framing of the event that ignores what 
came before and what came after the explosion on Flight 182. As Failler reminds us “the 
                                               
35 “The Management of Grief” is also reprinted in Remembering Air India. 
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meaning-making process” is precarious, and “that no interpretation of an event or of history can 
be made definitive, no matter how officially it is framed” through state-sponsored memorials, 
commissions, and juridical proceedings (“Remembering” 166). It is clear that this literature 
defies Canada’s saga of Air India, in that it both troubles the state’s identity as a progressive 
multicultural nation while also viewing the bombing as the inevitable culmination of state-
sponsored violence spanning continents and stretching back over a century. While the victims’ 
family members fought for thirty-two years to hold Canada accountable for its part in the 
tragedy, this state recognition has not been enough to stem the tide of historical grievances. 
However, these authors assert that in order to address the full constellation of historical traumas 
that are interpolated in the Air India bombing and its aftermath, it is essential to move towards a 
transnational framework in order to understand the full implications of the tragedy and its lasting 
international effects. But these books also offer something more: the potential for the victims’ 
families to be connected to, and recognized within, other (trans)national histories of violence and 
mourning, to become part of a larger “dirge, for the world.” This literature, then, reminds readers 
and victims’ families that there are other ways of remembering the Air India tragedy beyond the 
state-sanctioned saga and that they can create new transnational and multidirectional literary 
spaces where they can mourn their dead and sing their songs of loss.  
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CHAPTER 3:  
MIGRATIONS FROM TEXT TO ART: HARI KUNZRU’S MEMORY PALACE AND 
THE TRANSFORMATION OF AN IMPERIAL SITE OF MEMORY 
 
 “If you could keep only one memory, what would it be?” so asks the promotional 
materials for Memory Palace, a collaborative exhibition between Anglo-Indian-American author 
Hari Kunzru1 and twenty international artists displayed at the Victoria and Albert Museum 
(V&A) between June and October 2013. Commissioned specifically for this special exhibit by 
V&A curators Laurie Britton Newell and Ligaya Salazar, Kunzru was tasked with writing a new 
work that, as with his earlier non-linear novels Transmission (2004) and Gods Without Men 
(2011), would “play explicitly with sequence, time, and disparate characters tied together with a 
similar theme” so that various passages could be broken up and translated by graphic artists and 
illustrators from around the globe working in various media (Kunzru 85). Ostensibly, Newell and 
Salazar’s goal was to create “an immersive narrative experience” in the museum space 
(“Curating a Book” 84). However, as the author and “architect” of the project, Kunzru sets the 
stage for something more with his novella, also titled Memory Palace: he initiates a meditation 
on the dynamics of memory and forgetting in repressive sites of state memory and imperial 
history (Sky Arts “Meet the Architect” np). Through the motif of the “memory palace,” a 
mnemonic device by which one imagines an architectural structure and systematically populates 
it with the memories one wishes to remember, Kunzru evokes the premise of the museum as “a 
storehouse of memory,” thereby drawing our attention to the histories that are presented by, or 
excluded from, the museum (BBC 3 “Memory, the Wasp Factory” np). What the exhibit’s 
                                               
1 Hari Kunzru was born in London to a British mother and an Indian father. While Kunzru is usually classified as a 
British author, he has lived and worked in New York for the past decade, making him a transnational figure who 
refuses easy ethnic and national identifications. For more on Kunzru’s transnational identity, see the Introduction. 
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tagline asks us to consider, then, is not only what it means to maintain memories, to store and 
transmit them against the erosive tides of forgetting, but also to highlight and subvert the 
structures of power that undergird the institutions we have created to house the past. 
As the first commissioned piece of the Memory Palace project, Kunzru’s novella created 
the narrative framework for the entire exhibition. The novella depicts a dystopian future where a 
magnetic storm in our time (referred to as the “Booming”) has wiped out all technological 
memory, and gradually over the generations, mnemonic practices such as reading, writing, and 
commemoration become outlawed by “The Thing,” the totalitarian regime that seeks to reverse 
all forms of progress and return humanity to nature, what they refer to as “The Wilding.” Against 
these processes of enforced forgetting, an unnamed protagonist is imprisoned for being a 
member of the banned cult of Memorialists who believe that “without memory, civilization is 
doomed” (Kelly np). The protagonist thus sets out to remember as much of the past as he can, 
storing in his imaginary “memory palace” what turn out to be estranged fragments of our present, 
mnemonic remnants that have become garbled almost beyond recognition precisely because 
there are no set practices or technology to faithfully record and preserve the past. While the 
protagonist’s imprisonment and impending execution is the central narrative organizing the 
Memory Palace project, the novella often digresses to explore the protagonist’s traumatic past, as 
well as give the reader/viewer glimpses into his comically tragic mis-rememberings of mundane 
details from the time of the Booming. These digressions are central to the success of the exhibit, 
allowing the text to be broken up, interpreted, and reordered around the gallery space, producing 
what the curators describe as a “walk-in book” (Kunzru 84).2 As such, the protagonist’s 
                                               
2 In fact, these artistic interpretations are incorporated in the published novella as prototype sketches. One can then 
see how the art evolved from their initial renderings to the final installations displayed in the exhibition. The 
sketches work to effectively break up the novella, sometimes as small drawings that produce section breaks in the 
text, and sometimes as multiple-page interruptions. Further tying the novella to the exhibit, curators Newell and 
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(mis)interpretations persist as the artists translate the text, and then we as readers and viewers 
encounter the project in its various forms. It is this process of estrangement, translation, and 
(re)interpretation between the author, artists, and reader/viewers that produces the exhibition’s 
most poignant critiques of our present political moment.  
Quickly, I want to demonstrate how the Memory Palace project works as a text and 
exhibit to illustrate how the multiple layers of interpretation work throughout the project to 
undermine the authority of our present-day institutions. In one particularly comic aside, the 
protagonist recalls that “Once there were great palaces called hospitals. The tradition of 
hospitality was revered across the land. It meant helping customers, healing them and seeing to 
their needs. Men and women greeted each other by asking ‘How can I help you today?’ The 
doctors performed great feats of surgery and roamed the cities, looking for the sick […]. It was a 
time of great wonder” (Kunzru 18). While it is obviously ironic that the protagonist conflates 
“hospitals” with the great “tradition of hospitality,” this mis-remembering actually hints at the 
politics at work in the exhibit, where the neoliberalization of medical institutions has resulted in 
lapses of care, especially in the United Kingdom where, at the time of the exhibit, the National 
Health Service was experiencing unprecedented defunding and threats of privatization.3 
Accordingly, the collective Le Gun transforms this passage into a grotesque version of an 
ambulance that evokes roaming charlatans selling snake oil from covered wagons, as you can see 
from their prototype sketch printed in the novella and, later, in their finished sculpture that was 
one of the exhibit’s most prominent pieces. Additionally, Le Gun’s finished piece highlights the 
                                               
Salazar included their essay “Curating a Book” in the published manuscript, outlining their aims in commissioning 
the project. Additionally, the published novella concludes with a wordless graphic novel by Robert Hunter that 
visually narrates how the novella and exhibit came together that was produced solely for the novella’s publication. 
3 Kunzru confirms that Memory Palace was influenced by the 2008 economic downturn, which resulted in cuts to 
social programs in the UK and beyond: “it’s […] a story about life after the recession and the financial crisis […]. 
We are currently thinking a lot about the destruction of the social and economic systems that we’ve built over the 
last 50 years, so I wanted to imagine what it might be like to live after a peak of civilization” (Wainwright np). 
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transcultural nature of the project: not only is Le Gun an international design collective centered 
in London,4 but the piece itself also hints at the larger diversity of the city. As Mirren Gidda 
observes, “Le Gun’s extraordinary medicine cart […] is a striking mishmash of cultures. The cart 
is a Roman chariot […] advertising J. Kyle’s (Jeremy Kyle’s) cures for spiritual sickness.5 It so 
vividly represents the misremembering that Kunzru describes […] while also symbolizing the 
fusion of cultures that make up London” (np). The completed installation thus not only critiques 
state politics and popular media, but also travels beyond the nation to highlight the transcultural 
influences and collaborations inherent in the Memory Palace project. As the novella and 
exhibition expose the perilous politics confronting medical institutions in our contemporary era 
through a process of de-contextualization, where “hospitals” lose their meaning, and re-
contextualization, where they assume a new definition, one of almost malevolent “hospitality,” I 
will argue that the Memory Palace project does something similar to the V&A, the imperial 
institution that commissioned, published, and displayed the novella and exhibition.  
In this chapter, I will argue that while Memory Palace depicts a fictional dystopian 
future, it is in fact a critique of both historical and contemporary forms of colonial and neo-
imperial structures of power. Cumulatively, the project seeks to estrange contemporary readers 
and viewers from the present, forcing us to reexamine the histories and power dynamics that 
have led us to the present. The novella and exhibit do so by first imaginatively reconfiguring a 
particularly hegemonic site of imperial memory, the V&A, to house a proliferation of counter-
memories that are often not recorded or preserved in official spaces of remembrance. Throughout 
                                               
4 According to the biography included in Memory Palace, “Le Gun is a London-based illustration collective founded 
by Neal Fox, Chris Bianchi, Bill Bragg, Robert Rubbish, Matthew Appleton, Alex Wright and Stephanie von 
Reiswitz. Their large-scale, communally executed witty drawings, murals and three-dimensional drawn installations 
have been exhibited internationally” (Kunzru 110).  
5 Jeremy Kyle is a UK celebrity who pedals dubious medical and relationship advice on his television shows, the 
type of medical charlatanism the Le Gun piece decries. 
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this chapter, I specifically outline how this historically imperialist institution can be transformed, 
albeit momentarily, through a transnational project such as Memory Palace, where an Anglo-
Indian-American author and international artists work together to create a new narrative 
experience in the gallery space. Building from my previous chapter that critiques the inadequacy 
of state-sponsored memorials, juridical proceedings, and official apologies for the mishandling 
of the 1985 Air India bombing, this chapter will examine how the museum, yet another site of 
state memory, is contested and ultimately transformed by the commission and display of the 
Memory Palace project. While I previously argued that post-September 11 Air India literature 
forged transnational and transcultural connections through shared memories of trauma, violence, 
and exclusion, thereby demonstrating how memories “migrate” across borders despite structures 
of power that suppress them, this chapter will explore how representational migrations from text, 
to art, and finally, to reader/patron can produce another form of “migrating memories.” By 
exploring the multiple layers of interpretation and representation inherent in this project, I argue 
that Memory Palace employs multiple migrations, across cultures, nations, and even media, to 
create a proliferation of counter-memories from subjects who have not been traditionally 
represented in this museum. Additionally, I will argue that the ironic and often subversive 
interpretations perpetuated by the protagonist, and later (re)interpreted by artists, work to 
estrange us from our present, forcing readers and viewers to reassess how the legacies of 
colonialism and (neo)imperialism continue to shape our world. While many of the novella’s 
critiques of neoliberal capital, such as Le Gun’s ambulance described above, did make it into the 
final exhibition, many of the novella’s depictions of state-sponsored violence were 
untranslatable, leading to some of the text’s most powerful critiques of our political present to be 
lost in migration from text to art to reception. It is thus necessary to focus on what can migrate 
 
 103 
from the novella to the museum space and what cannot. By doing so, we may begin to 
understand how state and institutional power structures continue to shape sites of remembrance, 
suppressing colonial and neo-imperial memories of trauma by rendering them unpresentable and 
untranslatable. 
Throughout this chapter, I will demonstrate that by employing multiple layers of 
interpretation, Memory Palace relies upon a process of de- and re-contextualization to produce 
an abundance of meaning that destabilizes the framing of the museum’s permanent collection of 
decorative objects that were often acquired through various forms of imperial violence. I will 
argue that Memory Palace evokes the institution’s unrecognized and un-reconciled colonial past 
by highlighting how the current museum continues to uphold colonial structures of power 
through its ongoing classification of applied art. By emphasizing how objects, spaces, and even 
language are arbitrarily imbued with meaning throughout the museum, Memory Palace 
undermines the institutional authority of the V&A, especially as it displays cultural artifacts 
without historical contextualization. To do so, I first elucidate what it means for the V&A as a 
particular historical institution to commission this project by examining its imperial practices of 
collecting and displaying objects to trace how these practices persist today in the museum’s 
contemporary display of South Asian applied arts. I will then consider how the mnemonic device 
of the “memory palace” works throughout the novella and the exhibit as a metaphor for the 
process of de- and re-contextualization that leads to a surplus of meaning that destabilizes the 
institutional power invested in the V&A. Placing the novella and the art together demonstrates 
how these mediums work together critique the V&A and its framing of decorative objects, 
ultimately exposing and undermining the institutional authority of this museum as it grapples 
uneasily with its ongoing imperial implications. I will then explore aspects of the novella’s un-
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representability, where the text does not migrate successfully to the museum space, to highlight 
how the aesthetic omissions of personal and collective trauma significantly impact the politics of 
this project. Finally, I will conclude with an assessment of exhibition’s finale, Johnny Kelly’s 
Digital Memory Bank, where visitors were encouraged to upload their own memories to a digital 
archive. This final installation sought to transcend the museum’s walls, and as the exhibition’s 
final attempt to transmit “migrating memories,” the success or failure of this endeavor speaks to 
the project’s larger attempt to create memorial impact, within the museum and beyond. 
 “A Treasure House of Amazing and Beautiful Objects”: The Imperial History of the V&A  
Given that Memory Palace’s protagonist is obsessed with learning about the material 
traces of the Booming, the time before the magnetic storm,6 the V&A, colloquially known as 
“the thing museum,” may seem an obvious venue to commission this project. However, the 
V&A’s unique collection of decorative objects has historically been exhibited to foster and 
project a sense of British national identity, both at home and abroad, a lineage which, as we will 
see, makes Memory Palace a subversive choice for this museum. However, it must be noted that 
the project was specifically crafted with this institution in mind, as Ligaya Salazar recalls about 
commissioning the piece: “we wanted [Kunzru] to think about a story […] but also relate it […] 
to the building it inhabits” (Sky Arts Ignition “Hari Kunzru” np). The V&A and its history is 
thus central to the project, even if it does not explicitly critique the institution or England’s 
history of imperialism.7 However, according to the “architect” of the project, it achieves much of 
its colonial critique by its very placement in the V&A and the way the exhibit interacts with the 
                                               
6 While the exhibition’s pamphlet loosely defines “The Booming” as “the golden age before the Withering,” we can 
assume that it refers to the time in which the novella was written, between 2011 and 2012, and the exhibition’s 
display in 2013 (np). For instance, references to the ruined landscape that once held London’s 2012 Olympics would 
resonate specifically with V&A visitors in 2013. 
7 Kunzru is clear about his novella’s colonial critique in interviews publicizing the exhibition. However, because the 
novella and exhibition were both commissioned by the V&A, much of this critique is carefully sublimated through 
the metaphor of the memory palace and the protagonist’s mis-remembering of the reader/viewer’s present moment. 
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museum that houses it. As Kunzru emphasizes in an interview promoting the exhibit, “There are 
obviously folks inside a conservative institution who would not think of [Memory Palace] as 
their first port of call for what they want to see inside the space. […] Clearly it has achieved 
quite a lot of its meaning from being housed in this grand palace, made at the height of optimism 
about the imperial future of Britain. It’s a good setting for such a dark and anxious piece” 
(Wheeler np).8 Additionally, by referring to the V&A as “this grand palace,” Kunzru specifically 
evokes the massive Crystal Palace built for the Great Exhibition and Works of Industry of all 
Nations in 1851, “the first exhibition of manufactured products” in England and the origin of the 
contemporary V&A (V&A “Great Exhibition” np). Between May and October of 1851, over 6 
million people visited the Great Exhibition, which touted a display of “over 100,000 objects, 
from hairpins to steam hammers,” and sought to teach the British working and merchant classes 
about the importance of manufacturing and design in an increasingly global industrial age 
(Purbrick 2; “The Glass Palace” np). Due to its aims and scope, the Great Exhibition, it has 
widely been noted, “was enormously influential in the development of many aspect of [British] 
society” and coalesced a constellation of Victorian-era social, cultural, and political notions of 
progress and modernity, especially solidifying England’s identity as an emerging industrial and 
imperial power (“Great Exhibition” np). The Great Exhibition was thus “a comprehensive 
representation of global progress” that “became an unofficial forum on the meaning of 
modernity,” positioning England and its imperial holdings as the yardstick against which to 
measure the rest of the world (Buzard et. al 1).  
The Great Exhibition was not simply international, but was, most importantly, a 
solidification of the central importance of England’s empire as part of its burgeoning national 
                                               
8 Kunzru confirms that the V&A influenced his novella: “To Kunzru, it was imperative the book ‘should use the fact 
it was going to be presented in the V&A of all places—[an] imperial treasure house” (Calvocoressi 52). 
 
 106 
identity. As Louise Purbrick argues, the Great Exhibition was “classically imperialist in 
conception and construction; on display was the material culture of an industrial, commercial 
empire, with an emphasis on manufactured goods derived from colonial raw materials” and, I 
would add, colonial labor (17). The East India Company, sensing an opportunity to sell the 
British public on the importance of the imperial mission, “emerged as one of the earliest and 
most ardent supporters of the Exhibition” (Kriegel 150). As such, the Company was tasked with 
organizing the “Indian Court,” which displayed an “array of exotic objects” that was “highly 
significant in popularizing Indian design for the British consumer market” (Barringer 12). In 
amassing and exhibiting objects from India, the Great Exhibition and the East India Company 
“straightforwardly reproduced the activity of colonial commercial conquest. Objects were taken 
from a colonial periphery to a centre, from their original location to an artificial one, wherein 
their forms were appropriated and their meanings altered” (Purbrick 18). In removing objects 
from their original cultural and historical milieu and displaying them in the Great Exhibition, the 
East India Company fundamentally altered the meaning of these objects, emptying them of their 
historical and cultural and contexts in order to commodify them for a British public. This 
appropriation and (re)framing followed these objects as they were absorbed by the East India 
Company’s India Museum and later transferred to the South Kensington Museum in 1879, which 
in 1909 would become the V&A.9 
                                               
9 At the conclusion of the Great Exhibition, displayed objects were divided between various museums or auctioned 
off to fund “Albertopolis,” the area of South Kensington that houses the V&A and the Natural History Museum, 
among other institutions. The Exhibition resulted in the establishment of the Museum of Manufacturers, which was 
housed in Marlborough House from 1852 until 1854, when the collection outgrew the space. The collection was then 
transferred to the newly-built South Kensington Museum in 1854. Conversely, the Exhibition’s most prominent 
South Asian art objects were largely retained by the East India Company until its failure in 1879 when the Company 
was nationalized, and the contents of the India Museum were split between the British Museum and the South 
Kensington Museum. In 1899, work began on the current V&A and it officially opened in 1909. Other than the India 
Museum, these institutions were state controlled until the 1980s, and many of the V&A’s permanent collections still 
retain national status. For more on the institutional history of the V&A and the status of the India collection, see 
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These earlier iterations of the V&A echoed the aims of the Great Exhibition in that they 
were didactic, teaching British working and merchant classes about decorative arts from around 
the world, and inherently imperialistic, in that they made an “increasingly prominent assertion of 
scholarly […] authority over non-Western objects and the non-Western world” (Barringer 12). 
Today, the V&A continues to focus on applied arts and boasts on its website of a collection that 
“span[s] two thousand years of art in virtually every medium, from many parts of the world,” and 
promises that “visitors to the museum [will] encounter a treasure house of amazing and beautiful 
objects” (“A Brief History” np). Traces of the institution’s imperial past endure today, both on 
the building itself, as well as in its collection and display of objects from England’s colonies.10 
Indeed, we cannot disentangle the current institution from its imperial past, which means that the 
commission and display of Memory Palace must be read within the museum’s longer 
institutional history. As Malcolm Baker affirms, the V&A’s “identity as an institution is 
inextricably linked with the structures of imperialism [as it] underlies both its approaches to 
collecting and the interpretation of the collections once they were assembled. This is most clearly 
evident in the central, but problematic, position of the Indian collection” both in the earlier South 
Kensington Museum and in the current V&A, a fact that is not lost on Kunzru, an Anglo-Indian-
American author, nor many of Memory Palace’s international artists whose own cultures are on 
display in, or conspicuously absent from, the museum (20).  
Perhaps nowhere is this colonial history and imperial framing more apparent than in the 
V&A’s most popular attraction, Tipu’s Tiger, a musical automaton of a tiger attacking a British 
                                               
Desmond The India Museum 1801-1879, Mitter “The Imperial Collections: Indian Art,” Skelton “The Indian 
Collections: 1798 to 1978,” as well as the V&A website. 
10 In fact, the imperial designs of Great Exhibition as the V&A’s founding event is conspicuously commemorated in 
the museum’s courtyard, where a blue and gold mosaic represents the international scope of the Exhibition and all 
the names of the nations that participated are displayed around the central image of Queen Victoria. 
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soldier that was commissioned by Tipu, Sultan of Mysore, at the end of the 18th Century. As the 
self-styled “Tiger of Mysore,” the automaton represents Tipu’s overt contempt and ongoing 
resistance to the increasing dominance of the East India Company on the subcontinent that 
resulted in the four Mysore Wars. Ultimately, the Tiger was violently seized upon Tipu’s death 
by British forces at the Siege of Seringapatam in 1799 and taken to London as a poignant “piece 
of imperial propaganda” (Jasanoff 178). Tipu’s disdain for the British is palpable in his 
eponymous Tiger. As one British official noted, the automaton 
represents a royal tyger [sic] in the act of devouring a prostrate 
European. […] The sounds produced by the organ are intended to 
resemble the cries of a person in distress, intermixed with the roar of a 
tyger [sic]. The machinery is so contrived, that while the organ is 
playing, the hand of the European is often lifted up to express his 
helpless and deplorable condition. (qtd. in Desmond 21)  
The apparent savagery depicted by the automaton was used not only to justify the violent 
termination of Tipu’s reign, but also to reinforce the case for England’s continued colonial 
expansion into the subcontinent amongst the British public. Displaying the Tiger, then, served 
multiple political purposes. As Barret Kalter argues, “taking possession of another culture’s 
objects” through violent imperial endeavors and displaying them “can be a way to assert mastery 
over that culture” and, similarly, Tim Barringer asserts that “the procession of objects from the 
peripheries to the centre symbolically enacted the idea of London as the heart of empire,” a 
dynamic that is certainly true in the curious case of Tipu’s Tiger, an object that inherently 
contests its own display in a “grand palace” built at the height of British imperialism (474; 11).  
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While Tipu’s automaton is not typical of the culturally significant objects displayed in 
colonial museums, its presentation achieved a similar sense of ascendancy over England’s 
colonized subjects. In the metropole, the Tiger was simultaneously an object of fascination and 
revulsion—safe for public display only once it was silenced and overlaid with imperial 
narratives. As Ray Desmond notes, once the Tiger was placed in the India Museum’s reading 
room in 1808, it became a popular novelty and nuisance: “so often was the bizarre toy played,” 
Desmond relays, “that the author of Old Humphrey’s Walk in London […] complained that ‘the 
machine or organ…is getting much out of repair and does not altogether realize the expectation 
of the visitor’” (qtd. in Desmond 22). The constant playing of the Tiger disrupted the more 
studious patrons of the India Museum, leading one columnist in 1863 to bemoan that the “public, 
unremittingly, it appears, were bent on keeping up the performances of this barbarous machine,” 
until “‘a kind fate has deprived [the Tiger] of his handle, and stopped up, we are happy to think, 
some of his internal organs… and we do sincerely hope he will remain so, to be seen and 
admired, if necessary, but to be heard no more” (qtd. in Desmond 22-24). Soon after this 
observation, the Tiger was transferred to the South Kensington Museum, along with the other 
objects from the India Museum. As Desmond solemnly notes, the Tiger “now stands on 
permanent display in the [V&A], at last silent and still, emasculated in a glass case,” an uneasy 
but mute reminder of Britain’s imperial past (24). To maintain a rhetoric of cultural mastery, the 
museum displays the Tiger without much contextualization as is clear from the simple placard 
that gives the object’s Anglicized name, “Tippoo’s Tiger,” approximate year of manufacture, and 
material composition, but not its history of violent acquisition that would contextualize the piece 
within England’s colonial history (Wall text for Tippoo’s Tiger np).11 In a similar vein, the V&A 
                                               
11 A larger plaque accompanies the artifacts looted from Tipu’s court that are on display at the V&A, however the 
description of Tipu’s rein is extremely problematic. “In the 1760’s,” the plaque reads, “the Hindu state of Mysore, 
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continues to re-contextualize Tipu’s Tiger as a curious commodity in the gift shop, where one 
can buy enamel pins and even a stuffed animal that replicates the automaton’s attack of the 
prostrate English solider. Adding insult to injury, the museum recently released a video on its 
website where conservationists play “God Save the Queen” on the Tiger’s organ and a mobile 
phone app encourages users to do the same, seemingly taming the tiger for a contemporary 
British public (“V&A Conservation in Action” np; Tipu’s iTiger np).  
Tipu’s Tiger is an extreme example of the process of de- and re-contextualization that is 
necessary to maintain dominance over another culture’s artifacts in an institution that has not 
escaped from, nor reconciled its imperial past. In fact, the V&A as an applied arts museum relies 
on a process of de- and re- contextualization in order to maintain its institutional power and the 
esteem of its permanent collection of decorative pieces; in order to be displayed in the gallery 
space, decorative objects must be disassociated from their original uses and then re-
contextualized as art. As Baker notes, “Most [applied art objects] prompt questions about what 
they were for and how they were used; in other words, their function rather than their artistic 
qualities or historical interest is placed in the foreground” (20-21). The display of functional 
objects is further complicated by the fact that, “In the case of applied arts […] it is much more 
problematic to determine what constitutes a masterpiece […because they are u]sually 
unconnected with a familiar name and lacking the aura associated with the non-functional 
                                               
which lacked a stable government, was taken over by Haidar Ali, a Muslim soldier of fortune. Under Haider and his 
son Tipu, Mysore became a great power, offering the only effective opposition to British interests in South India. 
This led to the four Mysore Wars, which culminated in the Siege of Seringapatam in 1799. Tipu died in battle and 
the hereditary Hindu raja was restored as a dependent of the East India Company” (“The Regional Courts” np). By 
reducing Tipu and his father to “soldiers of fortune,” the museum delegitimizes their status as rulers, especially as 
they made significant political and cultural contributions to the region. This description also minimizes the inherent 
violence of the East India Company’s imperial endeavors as it sought to control the Mysore region. Additionally, the 
plaque focuses on the types of objects that were collected after the fall of Seringapatam but does not explore how 
these artifacts were looted by soldiers in the aftermath of battle. The violence inherent in the imperial collecting and 
displaying of Tipu’s belongings are thus entirely erased by the display. 
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artwork,” leading curators to re-contextualize the pieces as art to fit into the venerated gallery 
space (21). By elevating everyday objects to art, the V&A is already practicing a process of de- 
and re- contextualization, a process which Baker further observes could undermine the narrative 
power of the museum: “objects of applied art on display […] have the potential to alert the 
visitor to the artificiality, subjectivity, and seeming arbitrariness of the institutions in which they 
are placed, as well as to the conventions of representation these institutions employ” (Baker 20-
21). In other words, the process of de- and re-contextualization of decorative items opens up the 
possibility for us as viewers to question what makes an object “artistic,” and, in the process, 
destabilizes the prevailing cultural memories we associate with these objects and the institutions 
that house them. Additionally, the V&A’s focus on decorative arts further highlights England’s 
imperial history, as Barringer and Flynn remind us: “applied” or “decorative arts” emblematize 
“the circulation of goods and the increase of trade [that] was a primary underlying motivation for 
imperial expansion” (3).12 It is at this nexus between the contextualization processes of the 
museum and its institutional history that Memory Palace most meaningfully intervenes in the 
colonial narrative that the V&A continues to perpetuate as a site of imperial and state memory, 
opening up the possibility of remembering differently. 
Transforming the V&A: Memory Palace and the De- and Re-Contextualization of an 
Imperial Site of Memory 
While the museum proffers its own process of de- and re-contextualization that elevates 
decorative objects to “art” while sublimating their imperial histories of often violent acquisition, 
                                               
12 While it is clear that the cultures on display are represented unequally in this museum, it is also important to note 
that some cultures are not represented at all. In fact, the museum’s historical focus on industrialization and 
manufacturing means that some cultures were excluded because they did not fit within imperial notions of “progress 
and modernity that were the focus of this institution. As Baker notes, there is “almost the complete absence of 
African artifacts” as they “were seen as constituting ethnography rather than art and design” (20). The same is true 
for indigenous art, even though representations of Native Americans by European settlers were displayed at the 
Great Exhibition. See Kate Flint’s “Exhibiting America: The Native American and the Crystal Palace”. 
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Memory Palace initiates its own subversive form of this process. As its title implies, Memory 
Palace relies heavily on the mnemonic device of the “memory palace” to transform the spaces 
that are implicated by the project. When writing his novella, Kunzru drew upon Francis Yates’s 
foundational text, The Art of Memory (1966), which traces the memory palace concept from its 
classical use by Greek and Roman rhetoricians to memorize speeches to its revival by artists 
during the Renaissance, making it particularly evocative motif for an exhibit that is comprised of 
both text and art. The novella opens with the protagonist describing the process of creating a 
memory palace: “Here is how you remember. First you must choose a place. It should be 
somewhere you know very well. […] Then you place things you need to remember around the 
building, in the form of pictures. These pictures must be startling enough to trigger your 
imagination. […] In this way, when you need to recall something, you merely go in your 
imagination to the spot where you have stored it. There it will be, waiting for you” (Kunzru 9). 
Echoing almost verbatim the classical texts Yates draws upon,13 the protagonist uses Ars 
Memoria, or the ancient art of memory, to describe his process of committing to memory the 
historical fragments he has been compelled to remember. According to Yates, “the commonest 
[…] type of mnemonic place system was the architectural type” where “a building is […] 
remembered” and “images […] are then placed in imagination on the places which have been 
memorized in the building. This done, […] all these places are visited in turn and the various 
deposits demanded of their custodians” (3). This type of “architectural memory” obviously has a 
correlation to the museum, where art objects spur the imagination and interpretation of the 
                                               
13 The process for creating a memory palace, which is relayed here by Memory Palace’s protagonist, draws upon 
Quintilian’s Institutio oratoria, which Yates summarizes in her text (Yates 3). Later, the protagonist retells the story 
of how Simonides invented the art of memory as it is translated by Yates from Cicero’s De oratore (Yates 2). Unlike 
the other garbled remnants of the past that the protagonist stores in his memory palace, these classical sources 
survive completely intact in the protagonist’s memory palace, which might explain why the depictions of the art of 
memory maintains a strict verisimilitude in Le Gun and Francesco Franchi’s aesthetic translations. 
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visitor. As Joan Gibbons argues, “The art of memory was essentially a visual art,” and the 
systemic ordering of museums and their collections makes the symbol of the memory palace 
especially evocative for this project (2).  
Considering the centrality of the symbol of the memory palace throughout the project, 
several artists translated the passages explicitly portraying Ars Memoria for the exhibition, both 
as official installations and as promotional items for the exhibit that were displayed outside the 
gallery space. Italian artist Francesco Franchi interpreted the novella’s opening passage quite 
literally in his prototype drawings included in the novella, proposing a “chronological/synoptic 
map about how to remember” that visually integrates quotes by Yates and other classical sources 
to trace the history of the art of memory (Kunzru 9-10). These conceptual drawings provided the 
foundation for Franchi’s later rendering of Ars Memoria as a historical and visual process that 
was ultimately included in the final exhibition. In the lower right-hand corner of Franchi’s 
official installation, he has reimagined the brain to be an orderly series of rooms, emphasizing 
the architectural structuring of the imagination required for the creation of a memory palace. 
Exploding from a central face in profile is a series of gears that outline the embedded 
chronological history of Ars Memoria. Both of Franchi’s depictions, however, imply that the 
thing to be remembered is the art of remembering itself, not the mnemonic contents the 
protagonist actually seeks to memorize that are of personal and cultural importance. In contrast 
to Franchi’s rather strict historical interpretation of the art of memory is the more playful 
interpretations produced by the international collective Le Gun, who in addition to translating the 
protagonist’s idea of the “hospital” mentioned earlier, was also commissioned to produce several 
promotional posters for the V&A’s gift shop. These posters also take a rather literal approach to 
interpreting the memory palace by depicting cartoonish transparent heads filled with cluttered 
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rooms. These images, while fanciful, are devoid of political message—the objects littering the 
imagined rooms are not indicative of the memories the protagonist wishes to remember—again 
representing the concept of the memory palace without engaging with the project’s larger 
political aims. These pop-art sketches attracted a wide audience for the exhibition and were 
instrumental in selling merchandise attached to the exhibit, including copies of Kunzru’s novella 
that were almost exclusively available in the V&A’s gift shop.14 Additionally, one of Le Gun’s 
promotional images was sold in the gift shop as a limited-edition lithograph, and aside from the 
artists’ prototype drawings reproduced in the novella, this lithograph was the only image from 
the exhibit available for sale in any format.15 If one can only take one official image away from 
the exhibit, then, it is a promotional piece that reflected the more playful aspects of the novella 
rather than the project’s underlying institutional critique. 
Even though depictions of Ars Memoria are quite literal in their interpretations, I argue 
that the memory palace as a concept has the potential to destabilize and restructure the 
institutional power invested in the V&A by exposing the memorial processes at work within 
museal institutions. In an interview, Kunzru highlights the analogy between the memory palace 
and the museum: “thinking about a museum and what a museum is—a storehouse of 
memories—it seemed as if there was something to be made there” (np). The juxtaposition of the 
protagonist’s use of the memory palace and the dynamics of the institution that houses the 
                                               
14 Memory Palace was published by the V&A and physical copies were almost exclusively available at the gift shop 
with a few listings on Amazon’s UK site. An eBook was available internationally through Amazon, however it is no 
longer available for download. Today the eBook has difficulty migrating to newer eReader models, including the 
new Kindle Oasis, meaning that the file uses an older code that will eventually make it obsolete as reading formats 
continue to change. For more on the ephemerality of this novella and the Memory Palace project as a whole, see my 
upcoming chapter in the collection, Literature and Memory. 
15 No catalogue was produced for the Memory Palace exhibit beyond the prototype sketches printed in the novella 
and personal photographs were prohibited, meaning that the only images that exist of the exhibition were produced 
for the publicity campaign or by the artists themselves. It is also ironic that the only print from the exhibition 
available for purchase was not actually displayed with the official exhibit, but produced exclusively for sale in the 
gift shop, replicating the V&A’s history of commodifying decorative arts. 
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Memory Palace project, highlights how individual and cultural memories are transmitted to a 
larger collective audience. As Susan Crane emphasizes in her study of museums, “The mental 
process of memory takes on corporeal form in the brain, but this physical form is invisible […]: 
memory becomes sensible and visible through imaginative recollection and representation” in 
memory sites (“Introduction” 1). This is particularly the case with museums that attempt to 
preserve and transmit cultural memories across generations and, as Crane further notes, was a 
mission inscribed in the origins of museal institutions: “the image of the museum as a 
storehouse—a repository of memory,” Crane writes, is historically rooted, “draw[ing] on the 
medieval and early modern royal treasure troves and curiosity cabinets that prefigured the 
museum in their assemblage of valuable objects” (“Introduction” 3). Medieval and Renaissance 
curiosity cabinets sought to preserve the past, even if practices of establishing historical 
provenance were dubious. However, as Crane notes, curiosity cabinets continue to influence 
contemporary notions of the museum, which are still viewed as “storehouses, or containers, of 
cultural heritage” and “participate in the universal adherence to the preservation of memory” 
(Crane “Introduction” 4).  By describing the museum as “a storehouse of memory,” Kunzru thus 
equates the V&A’s its self-definition as a “treasure house of beautiful objects” to these older 
notions of displaying artifacts in curiosity cabinets, while also highlighting this institution’s 
imperial history of haphazardly collecting and displaying objects. Through this exposure, Kunzru 
attempts to expose and undermine the V&A’s institutional authority to dictate history. However, 
Kunzru brings the cultural implications of his critique back to the individual through his use of 
the memory palace; together the project interrogates the individual interaction with a hegemonic 
site of cultural memory, forcing viewers to question the monolithic narratives that surround them 
in a “grand palace” such as the V&A. As one reviewer observes: “the idea of the memory palace 
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is analogous to a museum, where cultural memory—itself a collaborative enterprise—is given 
spatial form,” emphasizing that memory transmission is ultimately an interaction between the 
individual viewer and the museum (Robson np).  
By drawing upon the symbol of mnemotechnics, Memory Palace emphasizes how 
individual dynamics of remembering, of storing memories in one’s imagination, interacts with 
state institutions and their intendant power structures that determine what memories can be 
preserved and transmitted across culture(s). The project ultimately compels readers and viewers 
to push the symbol of the memory palace farther than the artists described above venture, 
emphasizing that we are active participants in the memorial dynamics of museal sites; in essence, 
these spaces rely upon patrons to receive the narratives they present, however the success of their 
transmission is never quite assured, and patrons/viewers ultimately have the authority to 
determine what memories they take with them. In other words, the memory palace as an image 
and metaphor encapsulates the process of de- and re-contextualization that the museum relies 
upon for meaning, where places and objects are stripped of their original purposes to house new 
meanings and contexts through their display. Despite the careful curation of museums, however, 
Crane argues that the success of this presentation is never quite assured: “It is worth inquiring,” 
she writes, “whether the memories associated through objects form meaningful narratives [and] 
do not […] prevent other memories from being associated with individual objects, stifling 
multiple possible meanings of any single object, perceived subjectively” (“Introduction” 4). 
Addressing Crane’s hypothesis, I argue that the metaphor of the memory palace entails this 
counter-memorial potential, where in the individual imagination grand palaces such as museums 
can become the canvas upon which one projects their own memories, reframing the objects in the 
museum’s collection to become “marks or simulacra of what we wish to remember,” rather than 
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what the institution insists they mean (Yates 6). Memory Palace thus uses Ars Memoria to 
demonstrate that the process of de- and re-contextualization is not restricted to use by museal 
institutions but can be appropriated by museum patrons as they encounter these sites of memory. 
Across the project’s many migrations, the memory palace metaphor encourages multiple 
interpretations to proliferate in the space between the individual imagination and the cultural 
institution, between interpretations from text, to art, and finally, to readers and viewers. 
This counter-memorial appropriation can be seen in the parallels between the spatial 
dynamics inherent in the memory palace symbol and the physical institution of the museum. The 
architectural structure of the memory palace as a rhetorical device specifically evokes the 
architectural rhetoric the museum employs to produce meaning. By making this spatial 
connection, Memory Palace highlights the institutional power invested in sites of memory, 
especially a state and imperial site of memory such as the V&A. Structure is central to 
maintaining faithful remembrance, whether in the individual imagination or in the cultural 
storehouse. As Yates emphasizes, the order in which the imaginary deposits are placed around 
one’s memory palace is essential and “we have to think of the ancient orator as moving in 
imagination through his memory building whilst he is making his speech, drawing from the 
memorized places the images he has placed on them” (Yates 3). Similarly, museums as sites of 
memory gain mnemonic power through their physical presence, as Crane makes clear: 
“Museums, like memories, ‘exist’ on several levels. We encounter them first as spaces, buildings 
in the physical landscape of architecture,” and it this first physical and often imposing encounter 
that shapes the narratives we take away from these institutions (2). As museum critics have made 
clear, the architectural and structural organization is central to the processes of meaning 
production and mnemonic transmission: “the rhetoricicity [of the museum] is not limited to the 
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readable or visible; it engages the full sensorium. […] Memory places also prescribe particular 
paths of entry, traversal, and exit. Maps, arrows, walls, boundaries, openings, doors, modes of 
surveillance all encode power and possibility” (Dickinson, et. al 29). The order in which one 
experiences the objects and displays in a museum ensures that certain hegemonic cultural 
narratives will be encountered in a specific order, codifying these prescribed histories over looser 
interpretations that might occur if patrons encountered objects and exhibits arbitrarily. The 
museum’s narrative authority is thus tied to its architectural structuring and by highlighting their 
spatial rhetoric, Memory Palace actively demonstrates the institutional power wielded by these 
sites of memory.  
Determining the structure of the novella and exhibit was a central concern for Memory 
Palace’s curators when they commissioned and displayed the project. In their essay “Curating a 
Book” included with the Memory Palace novella, exhibition curators Newell and Salazar 
demonstrate an awareness of how museal institutions configure exhibitions to produce meaning, 
drawing a parallel between the narrative arrangement of the gallery space and the narrative 
structure of a book. The curators explain that it was always their intention to create a non-linear 
narrative experience with this project: “Unlike reading a printed book,” they write, “visiting an 
exhibition is not usually a linear experience,” and they therefore sought to commission “a 
narrative that moved around in time and that could be accessed in different ways” (“Curating a 
Book” 85).16 Despite their attempt to elicit an experimentally unstructured narrative, a 
                                               
16 Newell and Salazar outline their curatorial decisions when commissioning Memory Palace: “they decided they 
wanted to steer clear of the classic approach of curating such an exhibition. ‘Traditionally, graphic design and 
illustration exhibitions don’t necessarily play to the object’s best format. […] So a book is taken out of context, […] 
where you are bombarded by multiple messages and little section of stories that are shouted at you’” (Taylor np). 
Instead, the curators decided to commission an entirely new work so “there would be no existing reader 
expectations—a narrative world untouched, ready to be populated with words and images” to create a more cohesive 
exhibit (Newell and Salazar 85). That being said, they were conscious of commissioning a work that was open to 
artistic interpretation: “You don’t want writing that is too visually descriptive” the curators note, “What you want is 
text that evokes something but leaves scope for the visual” (Taylor np). 
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commission Kunzru more or less delivered, the resulting exhibition did have a prescribed path 
that outlined the “narrative spine of the story,” namely the protagonist’s imprisonment and 
impending execution, with digressions such as the roaming “ambulance” spinning off into side 
rooms, in order to make the story legible to viewers who did not read Kunzru’s novella before 
visiting the exhibit (“Curating a Book” 87). Thus, while some patron mobility was encouraged, 
certain installations were structured in a prescribed order to reinforce overarching interpretations, 
as is clear from the gallery map produced for exhibit’s pamphlet, as well as the exhibition’s 
forced conclusion with Johnny Kelly’s Digital Memory Bank (V&A and Sky Arts Ignition np). 
Still, the exhibit’s experimental structure did allow for some viewer autonomy, which may have 
alerted some patrons to the rhetorical structures that traditionally undergird the museum, 
highlighting that they, too, could “exert power” to “make, remake, and unmake” the museum as 
a hegemonic and imperial memorial site (Dickinson et. al 29).17  
The imaginative process by which the art of memory de- and re-contextualizes the spaces 
of institutional power is depicted throughout the Memory Palace project, most notably when the 
protagonist imaginatively transforms his prison cell and the museum that displays the exhibit. 
After he is jailed for being a member of the Memorialists, the protagonist turns his barren cell 
into a memory palace to house the memories that have been transmitted to him from other 
members of the cult. As with any prison cell, the protagonist’s surroundings are meant to 
                                               
17 This can most clearly be seen in the curatorial choice to leave Memory Palace’s installations untitled, save for the 
display of passages from the novella that were reproduced on the walls of the gallery. Unlike the rest of the V&A 
where all the art objects are prominently displayed with placards that identify the type of object on display, the 
artisan, the material composition of the object, and the approximate year of manufacture, the art objects in this 
exhibition were installed without identification markers. Instead, this information was conveyed through the 
exhibit’s pamphlet that viewers used to navigate the gallery space. However, the conspicuous absence of 
informational plaques allowed viewers more leeway interpreting the art on display, especially as the installations 
interacted with Kunzru’s text (Kunzru 89). In an interview, Newall and Salazar further explain the lack of 
“curatorial voice” in the exhibit: “The contributors are not named in the space itself. As you’re walking around you 
won’t be recognizing that this is a certain person’s work” so that they are “telling the story through the eyes of these 
different practitioners [to create] an ‘edition of one’ of this story in an exhibition space” (Taylor np).  
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demonstrate the state’s power over him, as the novella makes clear: “nothing about this cell is 
specific. None of it carries any trace. I could be anywhere, at any time in history; there have 
always been places like this. One thing I know: the blankness is not an accident. It is the meaning 
of my cell, the message my captors want to convey to me” (Kunzru 25). While the cell is meant 
to be a mechanism of state power, a blankness that the totalitarian regime imposes upon the 
protagonist, its lack of specificity actually aids in its transformation into a memory palace. 
Because the space is already decontextualized, it can be imaginatively re-contextualized as the 
protagonist fills it with his memories: “I gave each spot a meaning,” he relays, “and as I 
populated it with the things I have been given to remember, the cell began to grow. It was like 
pushing the walls outwards with my hands. Now it has expanded to the horizon. To me, it is as 
grand as a power station” (Kunzru 9). The carceral space, once intended to confine the 
protagonist, becomes a source of subversive power as it is transformed to store memories of his 
suppressed past.  
Around his cell, the protagonist inserts imaginative images that symbolize his preserved 
memories from the Booming that are strictly forbidden by the Thing. “On the bars of the 
windows,” for instance, the protagonist “placed the three great Laws of Milord Newton, on 
which all the prosperity and glory of the ancient world rested” (Kunzru 20). After relaying 
recognizable, yet skewed, interpretations of each of Newton’s Laws of Motion, the protagonist 
tells us the consequences for uttering these Laws aloud: “The Thing have made it a capital crime 
to speak aloud the words of Newton and the other Lawlords. If you speak and they come to know 
you have uttered a Law, they will call you a whitecoat and make you suffer torments. Your guts 
will be drawn on rods. You will be pierced and branded. Your eyes will be put out and your 
tongue plucked at the root” (Kunzru 22). Here we understand what is at stake for the protagonist 
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as he persists in maintaining the memories that have been passed down to him of the time before 
“the Withering,” especially as he is a prisoner of the Thing. The protagonist’s imaginative 
transformation of his prison cell is thus a truly subversive political act that carries dire 
consequences for him if he is caught. Despite the prohibitions against remembering, the 
protagonist continues to demonstrate how his once confining cell can imaginatively expand to 
encompass the ruined city beyond its walls. He further relays how he has placed an imaginary 
map of “Old London” around his cell. “Old London,” we learn, “was really three cities—the 
cities of Waste Monster, the City of Dogs and the City Itself. On a tile just above the head of my 
bed, I have placed a list of the ancient gates. It looks like a gold ring, with gems set into it, each a 
different kind of stone” (Kunzru 25). London’s geography is symbolically reimagined as a ring, 
in line with the rhetorical devices prescribed by classical scholars of Ars Memoria. However, 
Kunzru’s text also takes on an experimental structure here, where each “gate” of the old city is 
scattered around the page to highlight the spatial dimensions of the city itself, blurring the lines 
between the confines of the cell and the limitless imagination, the museum and the city, the 
physical text and the gallery space, as well as the author and the artists (Kunzru 25). Kunzru’s 
emphasis of colors, shapes, images, and the spatial orientation of the city imparts not only the 
process of creating and maintaining a memory palace for the novella’s readers, but it also maps 
London onto the walls of the protagonist’s cell, imaginatively expanding this restrictive site to 
encompass the whole city, its past, present, and speculative future. 
This utopian vision of the memory palace as an all-encompassing mnemonic device is 
undermined, however, when it becomes clear that despite his efforts to faithfully remember the 
past, “Old London” as we know it today has not been passed down to the protagonist intact, and 
the specificities of the city have been lost across generations. Ostensibly, these place names 
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exemplify the protagonist’s tragi-comic mis-rememberings that litter the novella, where, for 
instance, the City of Westminster becomes “Waste Monster” and so forth. However, these 
imaginary place names force contemporary readers and viewers to hesitate momentarily to 
translate these references. It is through these playful variations of naming and language that the 
project creates an estrangement between our lived present and the fictional dystopian future, 
forcing us to pause and reassess our surroundings, to question our collective understanding of 
our environment. So as the protagonist de- and re-contextualizes his prison cell into a memory 
palace encompassing the ruined city he inhabits, the memories he populates his cell with also 
displace readers and viewers from our contemporary milieu, forcing us to reassess the places and 
objects we encounter as we move through the museum, and later, the city that surrounds it. In 
essence, through the project’s interpretative migrations we, too, become strangers in our own 
land, transformed by the protagonist’s reimagining of his once confining prison cell. 
The prison cell passage is translated by British artist Frank Laws into a sculpture that 
depicts blank brick walls with cracks large enough to see in—or out—suggesting their infinite 
expansion into the gallery space and beyond. Seen from the outside, it is clear that Laws has 
taken the idea of the protagonist “pushing the [cell] walls outwards with [his] hands” literally, 
signifying the redefinition of the once-confining space. It is easy to assume, then, that the 
memories the protagonist stores around his cell will be transmitted through these blown out walls 
to us as museum visitors. However, Laws complicates this notion by making the cracks of the 
cell walls too small for the viewer to see the entire interior of the sculpture from any singular 
angle. Viewers must therefore move around the piece and peer through all the cracks in the cell 
walls to see inside, especially if they want to view all the illustrations of “Old London” that Laws 
mounted on the interior walls, much as the protagonist would place these images in his memory 
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palace. By making it difficult to see these illustrations, Laws further estranges viewers from the 
contemporary city we inhabit while simultaneously troubling the protagonist’s claim that he can 
turn his cell, a site of state control, into a container of suppressed counter-memories. We are thus 
left to question the protagonist’s claim that he is able to transform this confining space into a 
palace “as grand as a power station” and ultimately, we must acknowledge there may be 
limitations to the protagonist’s attempts to preserve and transmit his memories. Additionally, the 
limited viewing angles reinforce the notion that despite the relatively large footprint the sculpture 
occupies in the gallery space, its interior remains claustrophobic, a representation of the 
insurmountable power the Thing exerts over the protagonist and his fellow Memorialists. Even 
though the sculpture suggests an almost infinite expansion of the protagonist’s memories into the 
gallery space and the city beyond, there is a conflict between this utopian vision and the realities 
of state power that create an almost crushing sense of control over what we can view and how. 
The sculpture thus represents the tension between the state’s power and the protagonist’s 
resistance that migrates with the viewer as they move through the rest of the exhibition, the 
museum, and, eventually, London of the present. 
Just as the narrator attempts to transform his prison cell from a site of state power into a 
space of seemingly unlimited mnemonic potential, the novella and exhibit also de- and re-
contextualize the museum into something almost comically unrecognizable. As noted earlier, 
modern museums such as the V&A are often “founded with the aim of preserving the past” 
(Baker 17). However, cultural critics have become mindful that the history these institutions 
present can often reflect hegemonic narratives, as Baker makes clear: “museums, their 
collections, and their architecture have often been seen as presenting authoritative narratives of 
history to successive generations of visitors,” and in the case of the V&A, often to the detriment 
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of colonized, indigenous, and subaltern subjects (17). As with the example of the “hospital” 
before, the museum loses its meaning in the novella and is ironically reinterpreted by the 
protagonist and his band of Memorialists: a “Museum,” we’re told, is “a palace where [people 
during the Booming] went to muse. Museums were filled with treasures kept for musing on or 
amusement. These palaces were silent and heavily guarded, because even in the Booming, 
amusement was precious and rare” (Kunzru 48). While it initially seems that the protagonist 
misunderstand the meaning and purpose of museums as we understand them today, he is actually 
evoking their longer history and etymology. As Crane observes, medieval curiosity cabinets 
encouraged “an affinity for quiet reflection or study, for ‘museum’ initially meant ‘a temple to 
the muses,’” meaning that the protagonist is actually quite perceptive when he describes such 
“palaces” as places where people “went to muse” (“Curious Cabinets” 67). By drawing upon the 
longer history of museal institutions, we as readers and patrons are forced to question the 
purpose of museums: no longer do they instruct the masses or preserve the past, but rather they 
encourage “amusement,” undermining their authority as historical institutions that transmit 
“serious” knowledge in favor of encouraging an individual’s “musing.” As the V&A often 
describes itself as a “treasure house,” an evocation of these early curiosity cabinets, so, too, does 
the novella insist we reconsider what we define as museal objects by evoking the notion of 
“treasure,” a notion that seemingly devalues the historical and pedagogical prominence of the 
objects on display.18 As with early curiosity cabinets, where the “context in which what are now 
considered historical objects had other identities, one of which was as a ‘curiosity;’ a context in 
                                               
18 Crane traces the transition from curiosity cabinets to modern museums to Germany at the end of the 18th century, 
when “curiosity is no longer sufficient grounds, nor a satisfactory object, for museum collecting. […] The new 
museum wanted to represent history through selected historical objects, whose historical value was not determined 
by sheer age or uniqueness. If curiosities are ‘empty,’ lacking historical value, they not qualify as monuments” 
(“Curious Cabinets” 75). 
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which their historical value was not only not recognized, but unnecessary,” “treasures” in the 
novel thus take on unexpected forms, such as broken computers, dusty books, and random 
photographs that spark the protagonist’s imagination, but are objects that contemporary museal 
audiences would simply view as junk (Crane “Curious Cabinets” 67).19 While the historical 
authority of museums and their collections might be undermined by the protagonist’s mis-
remembering, the idea that these institutions were sources of great power is not lost in 
translation; in fact, these spaces remain “heavily guarded” and silently austere, further 
highlighting the structures of power that undergird these institutions are remembered, even when 
their modern identity as historical sites is lost. 
German artist Henning Wagenbreth translates the novella’s concept of “museum” to 
whimsical effect, where he composes a playful sculpture that stands in stark contrast to the the 
stereotype of the orderly and austere museum. Wagenbreth painted images and words on over 
700 colorful blocks that together form an architectural structure, a type of “palace” that mimics 
the edifice of a museum, but in a way that undermines our expectations of what a “venerated” 
institution should look like (“Video” np). By juxtaposing different colors, words, and images 
throughout the palace’s construction, Wagenbreth creates a “metaphor for our language and 
system of meaning” where the loose connection between words and images painted on the blocks 
mimic how “we communicate” (“Video” np). However, because the words and images painted 
on the blocks often do not correlate with each other, the resulting palatial structure enforces 
interpretative chaos, similar to the misremembering the protagonist perpetuates throughout he 
                                               
19 When the protagonist in inducted into the cult of Memorialists, he is taken to a metro station which has been 
transformed into “a treasure house filled with tricknology. There were piles of qwerties […]. That day, [his teacher] 
showed me great marvels: green boards studded with tiny jewels, dusty piles of bound sheets scored with sign and 
sometimes even pictures” (Kunzru 58-59). What we would view as a useless pile of dead computers, broken circuit 
boards, and dusty books are “treasures” to the protagonist, something to be venerated as we admire art in museums. 
Kunzru use of “treasure house” here is a direct parody with the V&A’s own designation of itself on its website (“A 
Brief History np). 
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novella. Wagenbreth also reproduces the effect of “musing” not only through the title cards 
placed above his colorful structure that read “MUSE,” “AMUSE,” and “MUSEUM,” but also in 
his semiotic play throughout his installation that prompts viewers to “rediscover meaning” 
through the structure’s haphazard combination of words and images (“Video” np). In this way, 
Wagenbreth inspires his piece to be interpreted in multiple ways, “direct[ing] us to things you 
don’t recognize because they don’t exist” (“Video” np). The installation, then, creates an 
imaginative proliferation of signification, where words and images, language and objects, do not 
necessarily correlate to produce meaning. Wagenbreath thus undermines the very notion of the 
museum as transmitting monolithic narratives through his installation’s semiotic chaos, where 
definitive meaning is lost within his reproduction of the “museum”; in Wagenbreth’s words, his 
piece questions our “whole system of meaning” making and thus, remembrance (“Video” np). 
Together, the novella and Wagenbreth’s piece decontextualize the museum as an institutional 
site of state power and knowledge production and re-contextualize it as an ironic parody of itself. 
Even though Wagenbreath’s installation maintains the novella’s critique of the museum as a 
constructed site of knowledge production, his whimsical translation does not impart the novella’s 
critique of the museum as a site of security and surveillance that would have alerted the reader to 
the structures of power that maintain the museum’s narrative hegemony. 
The novella’s critique of museal institutions is extended to the museum’s collections in 
the international graphic design collective Åbäke’s installation, where empty display stands are 
sealed behind an antique glass cabinet. As Wagenbreth’s piece asks us to question the purpose of 
the museum, Åbäke’s work not only recalls the objects originally housed under the enormous 
glass dome of the Crystal Palace, but it also destabilizes the V&A’s collection, decontextualizing 
the decorative objects by removing them from the exhibit entirely and re-contextualizing the 
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empty displays as art to be venerated in their stead. The absence of expected art objects in this 
piece makes the museum’s framing of its other collections visible, illustrating Gibbons’ point 
that “cultural objects and symbols are ordered in displays which frequently ignore not only their 
own historical and cultural specificity but also the historical and cultural specificity of the 
context in which they are shown” (123). In other words, when the objects are removed, we 
become more aware of their institutional framing, or, in the case of objects such as Tipu’s Tiger, 
the lack thereof. Additionally, Åbäke conjures the history of curiosity cabinets through their use 
of an antique display case, emphasizing that the museum’s permanent collection not only 
emerged from these earlier forms of artifact collection, but also that these objects acquire 
historical and aesthetic value precisely because they are collected and displayed by this museum. 
Their context, therefore, is secondary to the very act of their display. If Wagenbreth’s “Museum” 
interrogates the ability of the museum to produce and transmit meaning, Åbäke’s piece forces 
visitors to acknowledge the V&A as a highly constructed institutional site of memory, one with 
its own history and agenda that is carried out through various curatorial practices. As one 
Memory Palace reviewer noted: “I am left with the sense that the exhibit and its title pose a 
subversive proposition to the labyrinth of galleries that surround it, forcing the visitor to redress 
what they then encounter as they traverse the rest of the museum: whose memories reside here, 
for what purpose are these things amassed and what has been forgotten or excluded?” (Wheeler 
np). 
Expanding on this reviewer’s reevaluation of the museum in light of this exhibit, I want 
to briefly explore how this project draws upon, and ultimately subverts, the institutional history 
of the V&A to build new mnemonic collectivities through the proliferation of counter-memories, 
or memories that are not traditionally represented in this museum. The curators originally 
 
 128 
envisioned the exhibit to be “a physically immersive illustrated story that explores the idea of an 
exhibition as a walk-in book,” and much as reading a book invites multiple interpretations, so 
does Memory Palace produce a proliferation of meaning that undermines, albeit temporarily, the 
institutional power invested in the V&A as an imperial site of memory (Kunzru 84). As Kunzru’s 
text is decontextualized and then re-contextualized, the project creates a multiplicity of meaning, 
which as many reviewers noted at the time, created a sense of chaos: “the exhibition is not 
visually cohesive” according to one reviewer, “but the combination of words and artworks 
creates an alchemy of ideas that is greater than the sum of its imaginative parts. Each work 
serves to add another enriching layer of interpretation” (L.F. np). The exhibit therefore gains its 
power through its multiplicity of voices, where each layer of “interpretation,” from author, to 
artist/collective, to reader/viewer, adds meaning to the project, even as it destabilizes the 
museum’s framing in its other galleries. If the museum’s tagline asks viewers to consider to what 
memory we would keep if we were allowed only one, its secondary insistence on the fact that 
“memories change in the mouths of those who tell them” becomes central here, and with the 
text’s migrations across mediums, audiences, and spaces, we can begin to question the various 
dynamics of power that structure the world around us (“Curating a Book” 86).  
Failed Migrations: Violence and Trauma Lost in Translation 
  In the previous section, I described Memory Palace’s more successful migration, where 
the novella’s critique traveled to the gallery space to challenge the imperial framing of the V&A 
as a historically imperial institution. By drawing attention to the ways in which the museum 
collects artefacts, taxonomically orders objects from certain cultures while excluding others, and 
structures its displays within an architectural structure designed to codify particular narratives, 
Memory Palace as a project incited a decolonial gaze that may have followed patrons as they 
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visited the V&A’s other collections. However, I have also pointed to moments where the text’s 
migration have fallen short, where Kunzru’s critique has been translated into literal and aesthetic 
terms that dilute the larger political aims of the novella. For example, while Le Gun was able to 
play up the novella’s neoliberal critique of England’s defunding of the National Health System 
with their roaming ambulance, the collective was not able to sustain the novella’s anti-colonial 
critique of the V&A as a “grand palace” in their representation of memory palaces that were 
commissioned for the museum’s gift shop, depicting instead the art of memory as a playful 
gimmick. In this section, I will focus specifically on what I see are the “failed migrations” 
between Kunzru’s novella and the Memory Palace exhibit, where the project’s decolonial 
politics and neoliberal critique do not translate fully from text to art. These moments particularly 
coincide with the novella’s graphic depictions of trauma and violence that are often 
conspicuously absent from the exhibit, or, if they are represented, are heavily sanitized through 
overly aesthetic stylization which fragments the violence to the point of undecipherability. While 
the very nature of the project lends itself to fragmentation—the narrative was specifically 
commissioned to play with time and space in order to be adapted for an exhibit—curators may 
have avoided assigning particularly violent passages to the artists, and in turn, the practioners 
used aesthetic fragmentation to avoid overtly confronting the more traumatic moments of the 
text. The overall effect, then, conforms to the conservative institution’s historical tendency to 
censor the violent means by which the V&A amassed its collection of cultural artifacts. Thus, 
while the novella’s readers will be aware of the larger imperial and neoliberal critique intended 
by the author, museum visitors may emerge from the Memory Palace exhibit with a more 
whimsical and anaesthetized impression of the narrative that may or may not result in 
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transformative potential the project entails, and the proliferation of counter-memories that might 
destabilize the hegemony of the V&A may not fully migrate from text, to art, to visitor. 
 Throughout this section, I argue that the novella’s representation of trauma and violence 
are pointed critiques of colonial, neoliberal, and totalitarian power, yet when these passages are 
translated by artists and practioners, these moments often conform to traditional notions of post-
traumatic aesthetic fragmentation that minimize the novella’s larger critiques. Trauma theory, 
emerging in the 1990s as part of the ethical turn in literary studies, has often over-emphasized 
Western conceptions of trauma as an exceptional or unexpected event. Recent trauma scholars 
have attempted to expand trauma theory from its psychoanalytic roots in order to apply theories 
to “non-Western” contexts in order to account for other ways of experiencing and working-
through alternative forms violence, such as “mundane” and “slow” violence. Stef Craps 
summarizes this shift in emphasis, noting that earlier models of trauma theory “largely fail to live 
up to [the] promise of cross-cultural ethical engagement” for four main reasons: first, they “often 
ignore traumatic experiences of non-Western or minority cultures”; second “they tend to take for 
granted the universal validity of definitions of trauma and recovery that have developed out of 
the history of Western modernity”; third, “they often favour [sic] or even prescribe a modernist 
aesthetic of fragmentation […] as uniquely suited to the task of bearing witness to trauma”; and 
fourth, “they generally disregard the connections between metropolitan and non-Western or 
minority traumas (2). Even though Memory Palace was conceived as an international and 
collaborative project that incites cross-cultural connections between the author, artists and 
practitioners, as well as reader and viewers, the resulting exhibit reproduces many of these 
theoretical shortcomings, especially in its failure to depict the protagonist’s explicit experiences 
with state violence as interconnected and pre-existing the dystopian era of the Withering, and by 
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emphasizing fragmentation as the primary aesthetic mode of representation when artists do 
interpret particularly traumatic passages, leaving the viewer to fill in the narrative gaps that are 
absent from the gallery’s walls. These failed migrations from text to art led to a final product that 
reproduces the museum’s other historical erasures of trauma and violence, rather than live up to 
the project’s initial promise of exposing the power structures that have traditionally defined this 
museum.  
The most significant chain of failed migrations starts with the exhibit’s early depiction of 
the “Magnetization,” then continue through the Thing’s violent suppression of the religious cult 
that reveres the post-apocalyptic ruins of London’s Olympic village, and culminate most notably 
with the protagonist’s incarceration, torture, and impending execution. In reordering the novella 
to introduce these events in this order in the exhibit, the curators significantly change the original 
textual narrative in ways that diminish the statist violence the protagonist experiences in the 
brutal dystopian future of the Withering. In other words, beginning the exhibit with the story of 
the Magnetization, the curators emphasize that the magnetic storm that wipes out all 
technological memory is the originary moment of trauma in the narrative, subverting the 
novella’s critique of the longer history of imperial, colonial, genocidal, and neoliberal violence 
that undergirds modern civilization that led to the Magnetization. By refocusing the narrative 
around the loss of the global information structure as the traumatic moment of rupture in the 
exhibit, and by deemphasizing other moments of personal and collective trauma throughout the 
art on display, museum goers may not be able to place the V&A within the systems of imperial 
and (neo)colonial power that have historically produced the various forms of state violence the 
novella directly confronts. Given that the V&A, a conservative imperial institution, 
commissioned this project, one can understand why this critique might not be fully realized in 
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the gallery space; however, when the text and art are read together, we may begin to glimpse the 
systems of power that continue to inhibit the migration of transcultural memories of trauma and 
violence, preventing the project from completely transforming the V&A from a hegemonic state-
sponsored site of memory to a counter-memorial site of cross-cultural exchange.20 
 Ostensibly, the “Magnetization” is a magnetic storm that encompasses the globe like an 
electro-magnetic pulse, dismantling the global information structure by erasing all digital 
memory and rendering all technology inoperable. The exhibition’s pamphlet describes the 
phenomenon as “the magnetic storm that brought about the time of the Withering,” ushering in 
the era of decay that defines the dystopian future of the novella (np). German-American artist 
Mario Wagner translates the Magnetization for the exhibit, creating a mixed-media collage that 
juxtaposes vintage prints of various forms of technology with lines and bodies that bisect the 
composition at jarring angles. In front of his photomontage, Wagner places a cathode ray tube 
(CRT) television with a magnet attached to the screen, distorting the resulting video. Wagner’s 
work thus literally and symbolically demonstrates the magnetic warp of technology, alerting 
viewers to the fundamental vulnerability of this medium of information storage and transmission. 
Through the medium of photomontage, Wagner depicts the chaos one would expect following 
the sudden loss of technology: vintage cars and planes are arranged in gravity-defying angles, 
suggesting the immanent destruction of an otherwise orderly mid-century modern landscape. The 
monochromatic scene echoes the distorted images produced by the accompanying television 
screen, where lines of static cut across the composition and in the corner of the collage, square 
                                               
20 By reading the original text and art together, my approach is at odds with the intentions of the exhibit’s curators. 
Newell and Salazar explain in an interview that the exhibition is supposed to be “read” as the final version of the 
book: “the exhibition will not feature a whole text, for that visitors can buy an accompanying publication. ‘The 
printed book does feature what you could argue is the full text, and the exhibition is the distilled version’ says 
Britton Newell. “But for us it is the work in process, and what we’re creating in the exhibition is the final edit, the 
final version” (Taylor np). In the curators’ minds, the exhibit is the finalized narrative while the novella is the draft, 
the blueprint for the exhibit, what they refer to as the final draft, “an edition of one” (Taylor np). 
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patches of pink, yellow, and blue layers, once overlaid through the technological transmission of 
images, become separated, much as the magnet separates the color streams once it is placed on 
the CRT monitor. Wagner thus takes a literal approach to interpreting the Magnetization by 
representing how a magnetic storm might fundamentally interrupt the normal technological 
transmission of information while also imagining the chaos that would ensue should the world 
suddenly lose all control over technology  
In order to make sense of Wagner’s piece, the curators included the excerpt from the 
novella that Wagner was given to interpret. Given that Wagner’s piece is located at the beginning 
of the exhibit, the curators included more text than usual in order to ground the readers in the 
narrative landscape of the project. “There was the time of Booming” we are told in tarnished 
copper lettering, “Then the great moral evil of the Lawlords brought the Magnetisation [sic]. It 
was not a thing, as some people believe. It was not a plague or a war. It was a vision. An 
electrical vision. They saw great waves of light and their screens spewed out the last sign and 
went dark. After that, all memory was gone and the people wandered the cities looting and 
burning and killing on another” (Kunzru 42). It is clear from the provided passage that Wagner’s 
piece focuses on the “electrical vision” of the Magnetization, depicting the “aura seen all over 
the world, great waves of light shivering in the sky,” reproducing the storm through a spherical 
aura of light at the center of the collage and lines of static emanating from it (Kunzru 42). While 
Wagner depicts the technological chaos resulting from the Magnetization, the photomontage is 
highly stylized and abstract, and as such, does not completely convey the violence, the “looting” 
and “killing,” that consumed the cities in the wake of the storm that is explicitly described by the 
accompanying passage.  
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Additionally, the included passage does not convey the magnitude of trauma the 
Magnetization entails through its widespread erasure of memory. As the protagonist relays in the 
novella: “It is said that the people had lived in the realm of sign so long that no one could 
remember how to get food, and without pewter they no longer knew their own names and could 
not prove to each other that they were kin. Husbands did not know their wives. Mothers did not 
know their children. It was a war of all against all, each against each” (Kunzru 42). While the 
Magnetization may not initially register as a catastrophic moment of violence, such as a “plague” 
or a “war,” it is in fact equally destructive, breaking apart existing kinship structures and leading 
to mass amnesia. The result, then, is a “war of all against all, each against each,” the essence of a 
traumatic rupture. Wagner attempts to depict this breakdown by placing ski masks over the faces 
of the people that populate his collage, emphasizing that they are no longer recognizable to each 
other while also hinting at the violence ravaging the city. However, Wagner’s highly stylized 
representation of the Magnetization also replicates the aesthetic of post-traumatic fragmentation 
through the lines of static, the abrupt angles of technological disaster, and the disorderly 
landscape of 1950s Americana without addressing the “great moral evil” that brought about the 
Magnetization or the bleakness of the Withering to come. What is more, Wagner’s piece acts as a 
narrative introduction to the exhibit’s story, directly following Franchi’s work explaining the 
history of Ars Memoria and preceding Stefanie Posavec’s data-driven illustrations interpreting 
the age of “Accounting,” “Withering,” and “Wilding” respectively.21 Placed between Franchi’s 
and Posavec’s pieces, Wagner’s installation summarizes the novella and grounds the museum 
                                               
21 Posavec is an American graphic artist currently based in London who “works with text and data” (Kunzru 110). 
Using “various data sets,” Posavec depicts these phases of information loss as the degradation of a globalized 
network, where connections become compressed and break down from the age of “Accounting,” through the 
“Withering,” and finally, to the anticipated “Wilding.” To represent “Accounting,” Posavec “uses exact 
measurements between the capitals of the world to create an image referencing an age where everything was 
measured and accounted for. The Wilding is created using data about London weeds,” moving from an 
interconnected global view to the intensely local focus of the novella and exhibit (Taylor np). 
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visitor in the dystopian world of the novella, and unlike other parts of the gallery, is meant to be 
experienced sequentially. While the installation’s aesthetic fragmentation sanitizes a moment of 
eruptive trauma through abstraction, it also paradoxically conveys narrative coherence in the 
context of the exhibition, neutralizing its post-traumatic impact. 
Placing Wagner’s piece at the beginning of the exhibit reorganizes the narrative 
originally established in the novella in way that emphasizes the Magnetization as the originary 
traumatic event for the museum-going public. However, the novella does not present the 
Magnetization until half-way through the narrative. As such, readers are introduced to the bleak 
social and cultural landscape the Withering, as well as the protagonist’s nostalgia for the time of 
the Booming, before they understand the phenomena that supposedly causes the mass erasure. 
Instead, readers of the novella understand that certain memories and histories are actively 
suppressed by the Thing, the totalitarian regime that rules future London. The protagonist 
conveys this enforced erasure throughout the novella, but we get a clear picture of why the Thing 
prohibits memory when he recalls that there is a whole system of words that are banned, such 
“minute, second, meet and centimeet, centigrade and fair-in-height” that all denote systems of 
measurement or “accounting” (Kunzru 35). The systematic ordering of society that existed 
before the Magnetization is thus actively suppressed by the Thing in an effort to return to the 
Wilding, a utopian return to nature. While we initially assume it is because this system of 
accounting broke down, causing mass hysteria, that the Thing actively suppresses the past, this 
systematic ordering is itself a form of past trauma that predates the magnetization. As the 
protagonist further relays, before the Thing took power “There was once an international system 
of accounting. It was this international system that collapsed, causing the world to wither. From 
this we know that the roots of the old world were steeped in number. When the sap of numbers 
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dried up, the towers drooped and the screens went grey and crumbled to dust” (Kunzru 35). It 
seems that it is the collapse of the “international system of accounting” that caused mass hysteria 
and eventually mass amnesia. The originary trauma is thus not the magnetic storm itself, but the 
collapse of our economic system that ushered in the dystopian era of the Withering.  
To the astute reader, it is clear that the Withering is the only source of the protagonist’s 
diminished state, as Kunzru emphasizes the fact that the “international system of accounting” 
was rife with systemic inequalities that entailed various forms of global violence and inequity. 
As the protagonist further recalls, “The system had a palace in the city of New York. This was 
the headquarters. Its hindquarters were in Africa, perhaps in the old cities of Lagos or Kenyatta. 
It united all nations (a name for men loyal to the same brand) and regulated every kind of 
accounting, imposing unities called standards, which fixed the whole world in time and space” 
(Kunzru 35). Here Kunzru conjures older structures of imperialism, colonialism, nationalism, 
and neoliberal globalization that structured the world along North/South axises of power and 
economic domination, where the “headquarters” were in New York and the forgotten 
“hindquarters” in Africa. By once again evoking the symbol of the “palace,” this time as an 
economic center, Kunzru aligns newer systems of global neoliberal capital with older structures 
of imperialism that created and maintained palatial institutions such as the V&A. While we later 
find that the Magnetization may have caused the mass erasure of technological memory, it is 
clear that the storm in itself is not the originary act of traumatic rupture; in fact, it is because the 
Booming was a “great moral evil” that the Magnetization occurs. Thus, the mnemonic erasure 
following the Magnetization and the rise of the Thing, the totalitarian government, exist 
alongside previous systems of suppressive violence and inequality that were imposed by the 
“international systems of accounting.” However, by restructuring the exhibit to emphasize the 
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Magnetization as the originary trauma, the novella’s overt critique of imperialism and neoliberal 
globalization is not transmitted to museum-goers, resulting in the exhibit’s first failed migration 
from text to art.  
A major traumatic moment in the text is translated in the exhibition through aesthetic 
fragmentation, making the novella’s poignant description of the protagonist’s imprisonment and 
tortured by the Thing confusing or even sanitized for a museum-going public. Even though the 
protagonist’s incarceration and impending execution composes the narrative spine of both the 
novella and exhibit, his interrogation also provides the mnemonic impetus for the protagonist to 
remember his past, linking his torture to his other first-hand experiences of state violence. When 
the protagonist is first brought in front of the Inquisitor he refuses to confess and is brutally “put 
[…] to the question,” tortured for information about the cult of Memorialists (Kunzru 49). For 
the first time, the protagonist does not commit this experience to memory: “I will not describe 
what they did. It is something I would rather not remember” (Kunzru 49). For a character 
obsessed with preserving memory, no matter how mundane, this moment of intentional 
forgetting is incongruous with the rest of the narrative and is especially important because it 
emphasizes the difficulty of transmitting traumatic memories, of preserving and presenting 
testimony in a time of repression. The protagonist’s interrogation is translated by English 
illustrator Luke Pearson into a large-scale graphic novel of the wall of the gallery, however his 
illustrations are minimalist, seemingly reiterating the protagonist’s mnemonic hesitation. Images 
of the rail-thin and dirty protagonist are juxtaposed with the sturdy squareness of the Inquisitor, 
emphasizing his vulnerability against the will of the Thing. Both characters are represented with 
simplistic facial features and expressions, an aesthetic choice that reproduces the protagonist’s 
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enforced amnesia; whatever the intention, the effect of these faceless figures is one of 
disconnection, where viewers are not compelled to empathize with the abstracted protagonist.  
The larger frames in Pearson’s graphic narrative depict the protagonist’s bare cell, the 
protagonist being sluiced with water, as well as other scenes from his imprisonment, and are all 
integrated into the “large-scale sequential illustration” (Taylor np). However, images of his 
actual interrogation are largely absent. In their stead, Pearson emphasizes the degradation of the 
protagonist’s memory by disrupting the narrative sequence of his graphic narrative; frames are 
repeated and minimized, at times dripping off in diagonal tangents that lead to the next narrative 
sequence or to the intentional blankness of the white gallery wall, emphasizing narrative 
fragmentation and ultimately silence, the inability of the protagonist and artist to convey the 
trauma to come. Whereas the exhibition piece is marked by absence and blankness, an aesthetic 
impression produced by the vast white wall the stark black and white images are reproduced on, 
Pearson’s prototype sketches reproduced in the novella are crowded, covering the entire page 
with signs of movement and crowding. The blankness that is so prominent in Pearson’s final 
illustration is represented here by the bare outlines of bricks that simultaneously emphasize the 
intentional empty signifier of the prison landscape, harkening back to Laws’s installation, while 
also evoking empty frames in a graphic novel, highlighting that there are missing narrative 
pieces in the protagonist’s interrogation. Relying on narrative fragmentation and absence in both 
his prototype drawings and final illustration, Pearson avoids overtly depicting the bodily 
violence the protagonist suffers when “put to the question,” preferring instead to rely on aesthetic 




While this emphasis on absence is more or less in line with the protagonist’s insistence 
that he not remember his interrogation, it does not allow museum goers to witness his immediate 
trauma or connect his torture to other forms of state violence he has experienced in the past. 
After the protagonist “would rather not remember” the details of being “put to question,” this 
intentional omission is immediately followed by the repetition of the affirmative statement “I 
remember” (emphasis mine Kunzru 49, 50). The declaration “I remember” is repeated four times 
in quick succession, each initiating a vignette that evokes the protagonist’s childhood. “I 
remember the light of the sun between storms,” he writes as his first remembrance, “when the air 
was clear and carried no scent of waste or burning” (Kunzru 50). The almost utopian memory of 
remembering the sun is contrasted with his current state, where the air is filled with the “scent of 
waste or burning,” ultimately contrasting the Withering of his childhood to his current 
incarceration. This anecdote is followed by other calming scenes: “I remember a wiry-haired 
little dog which I kept as a pet. […] I remember the driving rain and the mud. I remember the 
ache in my back after a day working in the fields” (Kunzru 50). These mixed memories are 
intentionally fragmentary, hinting at the hardship of life during the novella’s dystopian future. 
Most importantly, however, is the fact that his act of remembering these mundane details is 
intentionally defiant, especially after the bodily violence and suppression he experienced at the 
hands of the Thing. As the protagonist makes clear: “These are my memories. They belong to 
me. I don’t see why they must disappear into the Wilding” (Kunzru 50). Rather than encourage 
the protagonist’s continued amnesia, his interrogation by the Thing initially makes him more 
defiant, producing new mnemonic links between his present and his past. In fact, this act of 
remembering initiates the protagonist’s longest retrospective examination, where he transmits the 
entirety of his personal history from his childhood, to his decision to join the Memorialists, and 
 
 140 
ending with his current incarceration. Paradoxically, it is the suppression of the immediate 
trauma of his torture that causes the protagonist to remember other instances of trauma and statist 
violence that have shadowed him throughout his life. 
The protagonist starts his story at the beginning: “I was born in the Campers,” he relays, 
where “like all the people of that place, my family was in thrall to a thane who styled himself 
Vice Chancer, after the great lords who used to rule there in the Booming. We grazed his stock 
and gathered his corn” (Kunzru 50, 54). The protagonist and his family are effectively the 
equivalent of feudal peasants until the old thane dies and “the holding was inherent by his son, 
whose gaze was fierce and fixed on his goal—to build himself a great storehouse of wealth and 
sit on top of it with his dogs and his wives and his iron ax and never come down” (Kunzru 54). 
Again, Kunzru highlights the thane’s desire to build up a “storehouse of wealth,” an 
accumulation that replicates the collecting practices of the museum and other imperial 
institutions. While the protagonist’s life was not easy before, this transfer of power increases his 
misery: “we were just hands to this new thane, there to be worked until we dropped” (Kunzru 
54). The protagonist and his family soon run away, winding up in a new settlement, the 
“Limpicks,” or as contemporary Londoners would know it, East London, the borough which 
hosted the 2012 London Olympics (Kunzru 54). According the protagonist, “my first sight of the 
Limpicks was terrifying. The skyline was dominated by the giant metal figure of the Red Man, 
his twisted limbless torso rising up against the sky, every strut festooned with strings and rags 
and prayer flags, fixed there by the pilgrims who came in their thousands, all hoping to be 
released from suffering, to go into the Wilding without more pain” (Kunzru 54). Here, Kunzru 
transforms Anish Kapoor’s garish ArcelorMittal Orbit,22 a relic from the Olympics and the time 
                                               
22 The ArcelorMittal Orbit is Britain’s largest piece of public art that was commissioned specifically for the 2012 
Olympic and Paralympic games. According to Kapoor, the commission by the London mayor Boris Johnson was to 
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of the Booming, into a religious symbol, where pilgrims prostrate themselves in order to forget, 
to be inducted into the mass erasure of the Wilding. 
Kunzru transforms the Limpicks from a newly developed site in 2013 into “midden, a 
foul smelling hive” where “waste clogged the open sewers. Lean, evil looking dogs scavenged 
through the rubbish. The old river had flooded almost up to the edge of the site, which was built 
on a kind of cliff of trash that slide down into a treacherous marsh, teeming with snakes and 
fevers. It was a place to get lost in, which is what my family did” (Kunzru 54). The protagonist 
and his family settle into the “rhythm of the place,” selling trinkets to the Red Man’s religious 
pilgrims to survive (Kunzru 55). This reprieve is short lived, however, when “the Thing made a 
proclamation outlawing the cult of the Red Man. […] The Red Man […] was a relic of the bad 
old world” of the Booming and when the pilgrims rebelled against the decree, “the Thing’s 
revenge was swift and brutal. They sent in riders, who fired the shacks and rounded up as many 
of us as they could find. […] The riders forced their captives into a kind of pen at the Red Man’s 
base, and piled up trash […] before setting it ablaze. I lay in the marsh until nightfall, shivering 
with cold and listening to the screams of the dying” (Kunzru 55, 57). After a line break, a pause 
in the narrative, the protagonist tells us, “My ma, my da and my two little brothers were in that 
cage,” insinuating that they effectively burned alive as the protagonist was helpless to save them 
(Kunzru 57). This matter-of-fact proclamation reminds us of the trauma inflicted upon the 
protagonist time and again by the Thing, the state, as it actively and violently suppresses 
everything that impedes their return to the Wilding, the erasure of all memory and history. Thus, 
                                               
create “an icon to match the Eiffel Tower” (Mayor of London 11). Kapoor admits that “one of [his] references” for 
the twisted red structure “was the Tower of Babel,” a play on hubris and language that resonates with Kunzru’s text 
as well as Wagenbreth’s play with linguistic signification (Mayor of London 11). Furthermore, Kapoor emphasizes 
that “There is a kind of medieval sense to” the Orbit “reaching up to the sky, building the impossible. […] What I’m 
interested in is the way 21st century thinking about older technologies allows one to go both forwards and 
backwards” in time (Mayor of London 11). This play with technology and temporality echoes Kunzru’s own interest 
in “anti-civilization anarchists” that inspired his novella (Calvocoressi 52). 
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the protagonist’s refusal to remember his own torture at the hands of his inquisitors is not 
necessarily a traumatic rupture in the novella, but rather an intentional act that incites other 
memories of state violence that connects his current incarceration to other forms of violence and 
suppression that has followed him and his family from the Campers to the Limpicks and beyond. 
These traumatic links, however, are largely absent in the exhibit. The decay of the 
Limpicks and the cult of the Red Man is adapted by Parisian illustrator Némo Tral and London-
based illustrator Isabel Greenberg respectively. While Tral focuses on the urban decay of the 
Oribit, the Shard, and other famous contemporary London landmarks that are transformed into 
ruins in the dystopian future, Greenberg focuses more on the quasi-religious aspects of the 
narrative that occur at these sites. In a replication of a religious diptych, Greenberg depicts the 
Campers at the top of the panel, where the devotion of the peasants is demanded by the new 
thane, who is prominently depicted with his iron ax upon his storehouse of wealth. Below the 
thane are images of devotion to the Red Man, followed by scenes that narratively retell the 
violent disbanding of the Limpicks pilgrims. Rather than depicting the immolation of the 
protagonist’s family, however, only the Red Man is depicted as it is consumed in red and yellow 
flames, the only color in the otherwise black and white panel. In the accompanying panel, the 
scene shifts to Southwark, where the protagonist is surrounding by his fellow Memorialists in the 
shadow of the ruins of the Shard. Here, we see the process by which the protagonist is inducted 
into the cult of the Memorialists, where random letters and pathways connect a network of 
figures, building inter-connected memory palaces that emerge from tops of their heads. 
Juxtaposed with the blind devotion to the Red Man that ends with vivid flames engulfing the 
statue in the first panel, is the systemic and sedate transfer of memory in the second, where the 
Memorialists are surrounded by the subdued blue of the River Thames that engulfs the city. 
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Greenberg’s focus on the religious aspects of the narrative, however, erases the actual trauma 
that comprise these moments of destruction. This leads to the complete omission of the 
protagonist’s personal experiences with trauma, much as other instances of imperial violence are 
elided in the rest of the museum. Without these depictions of bodily violence, museum goers are 
not able to be witnesses to the protagonist’s personal trauma, an erasure that led to contemporary 
critics relishing the destruction of the architectural symbols of London’s transformation into a 
center of neoliberal global capital: “It is particularly satisfying to see the ArcelorMittal Orbit at 
the centre of a ceremonial bonfire” (Wainwright np). Rather than understand the destruction of 
these ruins as the stage upon which the protagonist experiences traumatic instances of violence 
and loss, viewers interpreted these pieces solely as satirical critiques of London’s corporatized 
gentrification, when in fact, they are both. 
In addition to refocusing on the traumatic aspects of these interconnected memories, I 
also want to highlight that the novella’s “Limpicks” vignette, where Kunzru once again critiques 
both imperial and contemporary structures of state and international power through the dystopian 
degradation of our present and perceived future. By specifically drawing upon the spectacle of 
the Olympics, Kunzru is once again evoking the imperial spectacle of the Great Exhibition, 
reiterating the imperial foundations of the V&A as a museal institution. By depicting London’s 
Olympic site (as well as the Shard) in ruins, Kunzru is obviously critiquing England’s neoliberal 
policies of urban renewal. According to Gavin Poynter, Stratford, the area of East London 
selected to host the Olympics, was part of larger urban regeneration agenda that has been in 
place for decades. “East London has entered the twenty-first century at the centre of the largest 
urban renewal scheme in Europe,” he writes, becoming “a laboratory, a site of social 
experiments in community development that incorporate a mix of wealth and poverty, high and 
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low rise and social inclusion and exclusion” (132). The city’s bid to host the 2012 Games was 
thus pitched as a catalyst for urban renewal and gentrification, especially in “significant areas of 
social deprivation and brownfield sites that were once the scene of traditional manufacturing 
industries, docks and railroad yards” (135). As first-world nations have moved away from 
manufacturing as viable economic sectors, sites that relied on traditional modes of manufacturing 
such as Stratford, languished. The Olympics, then, emerge as a new form of service-oriented 
economic progress, as Poynter emphasizes:  
In the post-cold-war twenty-first century, this projection of a city or host 
nation’s identity has become a more complex affair. As the old 
certainties of ‘empires’ and ‘isms’ have disappeared, performance events 
have been utilized by hosts in part to offset domestic disintegrative and 
fragmentary social tendencies that have accompanied the transition of 
city and national economies towards more flexible, service-oriented 
activities operation in a global market economy” (134-135). 
Whereas the Great Exhibition of 1851, with its focus on domestic manufacturing and the 
consumption of imperially-sourced goods was very much of its industrialized time, the Olympics 
replicates the economic and urban-renewal benefits of the earlier Exhibition while transitioning 
to the service-based economy of contemporary neoliberal globalization inherent in the Games.23  
What is more, the Great Exhibition and the 2012 Olympics are both connected by their 
intensely nationalistic rhetoric, that, in Kunzru’s eyes, is inherently exclusionary and 
xenophobic. In an interview, Kunzru discusses why he chose to depict the Olympic site as a site 
                                               
23 One further connection one can draw between the Great Exhibition of 1851 and the novella’s destruction of the 
cult of the Red Man is the fact that after the Exhibition, the Crystal Palace was largely left in disrepair and burned 
down on November 30th, 1936. 
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of decay: “Memory Palace was written as the Olympics were being planned rather than staged 
but it expresses some of [Kunzru’s] fears—which he felt were confirmed. ‘I rarely felt more 
alienated from Britain than I did during the opening ceremony,’ he said, describing it as ‘a weird 
Disneyfication of British History” (Robson np). This sterilized version of British history, devoid 
of the violence of colonialism and imperialism, is ultimately why Kunzru links the 2012 London 
Olympic Games to earlier events such as the Great Exhibition of 1851. Additionally, because the 
V&A grew out of the exhibition, this evocation undermines spectacle-style events that proffer 
imperialistic and nationalistic narratives, further connecting earlier iterations of colonialism to 
contemporary neoliberal globalization. Both of these events placed England, and specifically 
London, at the center of the globe, and by doing so, they inherently transformed the city, and not 
necessarily for the better. While critics and patrons might celebrate the destruction of the 
markers of their city’s embrace of unchecked neoliberal capital, these structures also signal the 
inherent urban inequities of development and gentrification, where lower income and 
predominantly immigrant populations are displaced, echoing older forms of colonial 
displacement. While astute readers of the novella may understand the project’s larger critiques of 
Britain’s imperial past and neo-imperial present, museum goers largely did not make these 
connections, demonstrating that there were multiple failed moments of migrations from text to 
art, novella to museum, especially when it came to moments of acute trauma. These moments 
held immense potential for the mnemonic transformation of the museum space, but by failing to 
include these overt instances of trauma in the exhibit, the final narrative foreclosed the 
possibility of creating counter-memories that might otherwise bring these imperial histories to 
the fore. Taken together, however, the novella and the exhibit give us a glimpse of what could 
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have been: a revolutionary project that insists on remembering history differently, of linking the 
past to the present in a way that would transform the V&A into a transcultural site of memory. 
Migrating Beyond the Museum 
The potential for mnemonic transformation is not all lost, especially in the novella’s 
conclusion and the exhibit’s final work, the Digital Memory Bank by Irish graphic designer 
Johnny Kelly.24 Kelly translates the novella’s conclusion, where the condemned protagonist 
verbally “downloads” his memories to another Memorialist and is “permitted to add one memory 
of [his] own to the store,” into an interactive digital archive where visitors can record their 
personal memories (Kunzru 80). Interpreting the novella’s conclusion into a digital memory 
bank stresses the text’s emphasis on the dynamic between the preservation of the collective 
memories the protagonist has received from the Memorialists with his own personal memories of 
trauma and violence that are present in the novella but otherwise occluded in the exhibit. The 
dual conclusion of the text and the exhibit with Kelly’s memory bank attempt to perforate the 
walls of the prison cell and the museum space respectively in order to transmit the collective and 
personal memories evoked by the project beyond sites of power. In this way, the novella and the 
exhibit attempt to demonstrate the migration of memories beyond systems of state control, 
however, given the ephemerality of the project, we are not certain exactly how successful the 
exhibition and novella ultimately are.  
The final pages of Memory Palace hint at a pessimistic conclusion, where the 
protagonist, after unspeakable acts of torture, has given up all the names of his conspirators and 
resigns himself to death. Despite his attempted ambivalence, the protagonist’s memory palace 
refuses to be silenced. While the images and mnemonic contents of his prison cell now seem 
                                               
24 The exhibition’s pamphlet notes that memory bank’s “web-based drawing tool” was developed in collaboration by 
“designer Johnny Kelly, Nexus Interactive Arts and art director Evan Boehm in partnership with Sky Arts” (np). 
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“prideful, orverreaching” in the face of his confession to the Thing, the protagonist finds that “I 
can’t quieten my mind. It is as if a thousand voices were hissing at me at once. Every symbol in 
every niche of my memory palace is spilling forth. A cacophony. A collapse” (Kunzru 75). The 
collective contents of his memory palace refuse to surrender to the power of the Thing and in a 
multitude of voices demand the protagonist’s remembrance, despite his attempt to forget them. 
As he is contemplating his impending execution, the protagonist notices that “small chips of 
plaster are falling from the wall […] as a drill bit poke through from the other side” (76). Peering 
through the hole, he finds another Memorialist who tells the protagonist “The fellowship has sent 
me. You must download. […] I will receive all your memories. I will keep them safe. It’s time 
for you to give up your burden. Load it down to me” (77). Whereas the protagonist once 
envisioned the walls of his prison cell imaginatively expanding to the horizon, here the cell wall 
is literally pierced, allowing for the limited transference of oral testimony from the protagonist to 
his fellow Memorialist. The transmission of memory also assumes its own telling vocabulary, the 
act of “downloading” one’s memory onto another, literally “loading down” the other with the 
burden of memory.  
Even though the protagonist is preoccupied with his imminent execution, the Memorialist 
consoles him, saying “Yes. I am sorry. […] You’re going to die and you’ll be forgotten, unless 
you download on to me. You must do it. Nothing is more important. […] I will receive it. I will 
make sure it doesn’t get lost” (77). It is not just the storehouse of cultural memories preserved in 
the protagonist’s memory palace that is at risk, it is the protagonist’s very identity and existence, 
his own memories, both collective and personal, that are at stake; without downloading them, he 
will be forgotten. Finally realizing the importance of the process of transmission, the protagonist 
starts his “download”:  
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I forget about forgetting. I put my mouth to the hole in the wall and 
speak. One by one I tell my memories. One by one the bright symbols of 
my memory palace are extinguished, like candles being snuffed out. I 
keep on speaking until I have recited all the things I was given to 
remember. […] At the end I am in darkness. Everything I have devoted 
myself to—everything I am—has flowed to the other side of the wall. 
(80) 
As the protagonist’s memories migrate across the perforation in the cell wall and are received by 
his fellow Memorialist, not only does his memory palace disappear, but his identity, the personal 
and collective memories that defined him, also travel across the carceral space to be received by 
the rest of the cult. Finally, once his memory palace is no more, the Memorialist reminds him of 
“the last ritual of the download” where “the dying […are] permitted to add one memory of 
[their] own to the store. The others will hold it, will cherish it as carefully at the words of a 
Lawlord. After I am gone this is all that will remain” (80). This final act, where the protagonist 
becomes part of the larger storehouse of memories, is significant in a time when there are no 
other means of commemoration; the only way he will continue to exist beyond his death is 
through this last personal memory he imparts to his brethren.25 It is through this final act of 
transference that the protagonist continues exists through the act of memorialization. 
As with the conclusion of the novella, the aim of the Digital Memory Bank is to transmit 
memories beyond the confines of sites of power, combining individual memories with a larger 
                                               
25 Rather than draw upon the personal memories he has relayed throughout the text, the protagonist chooses an 
intimate moment where he is “walking over a green field” with his lover and “Up ahead is the brow of a hill. In a 
moment, we will reach the top and be able to see the view” (80). While this memory seems intensely personal, we 
also know that it is most likely fictional given his personal history; what is central to this memory is the potential of 
what he and his lover might see once they reach the top of the hill that could disrupt his dystopian reality.  
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collectivity to create a cacophony of voices. The final room of the exhibition that housed Kelly’s 
installation featured a central table where several electronic tablets were attached. A notice on 
the gallery wall prompted viewers to draw a significant memory on the provided tablets by 
reiterating the exhibit’s tagline: “If you could keep only one memory, what would it be?” As the 
exhibit’s website explains, “[Kelly] developed a new web-based drawing app that allows visitors 
to contribute their own memory to a Digital Memory Bank. Each week a screen-printed poster of 
all the memories submitted is added to the exhibition installation. In addition, an ever-growing 
sea of memories will be generated through online submissions, creating a legacy for the project” 
and allowing a digital copy of the memory bank to survive even after the exhibit has been 
dismantled (“The Commissions” np).26 In addition to the museum visitors, people from around 
the world could log into the Digital Memory Bank and contribute to the archive, even if they had 
not physically visited the exhibit. As many as 800 visitors contributed to the Memory Bank each 
week during the exhibit’s run, creating densely populated posters through the sharing of often 
deeply personal memories of love and loss (Kelly np). The archive was also available to view in 
its entirety on the internet as one long scroll, meaning that you did not have to visit the museum 
to see the preserved memories. This type of viewer engagement goes beyond the typical 
experience of museum patrons, where, as Crane argues, they generally receive memories as 
“downloads” and take their interpretations with them: “What [museum visitors] then learn and 
perceive, and preserve as memory of that museal experience, becomes mobile and take the 
museum beyond its own walls” (2). It is not just the interaction between museum visitor and the 
objects on display that produce mobile memories; in this case, the visitors become authors and 
                                               
26 The exhibition’s pamphlet encourages patrons to “share your memory” by visiting the link to the digital archive, 
thereby “enabling anyone to contribute to a growing Memory Bank” (np). Furthermore, “by visiting the link” 
provided, patrons “can also download a digital version of the weekly posters of all memories submitted through 
Johnny Kelly’s app at the V&A” (np). 
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artists as well, able to contribute and preserve their own memories in the exhibit and larger 
virtual storehouse of the museum, literally transmitting their memories beyond the walls of the 
museum space. Memories thus migrate beyond the museum while also fundamentally reshaping 
the institution that houses them, disrupting histories of imperialism and marginalization from 
both without and within. As Kunzru shares authorship for the Memory Palace project with 
twenty other artists and collectives, what he describes as “providing the wire frame for other 
people to do creative stuff,” Kelly has done the same for us viewers, as Gibbons makes clear,  
the transference of authorship from the original content generator onto 
the interactive user has been one of the big claims concerning the 
paradigmatic shifts that digital technology has brought. […] So while 
there is an organizing mind or author behind the project, agency is 
handed over to its participants and the work becomes a matter of shared 
authorship and […] often a matter of creating what might be termed 
‘shared memories.’ (Wheeler np; Gibbons 138) 
Thus, the hierarchy between author/artist and reader/viewer is erased through the inclusion of our 
interpretations and memories in the gallery, potentially allowing museum visitors to have agency 
in the transformation of the spaces of institutional memory that surround them through the 
preservation of their memories in the museum space and in their migration across the global 
digital sphere. 
Unfortunately, the democratic aims of this final piece may or may not have come to 
fruition; in fact, the memory bank has become yet another marker of the exhibition’s ultimate 
ephemerality. While the Digital Memory Bank was supposed to be a permanent remnant of the 
exhibit, it is no longer available on the museum’s website, demonstrating that such a utopian 
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vision of granting universal agency to the museum’s visitors may not be sustainable within the 
V&A’s existing institutional framework. The lack of sustained public access also makes it 
difficult to assess whether this Memory Bank did indeed achieve its aims of creating a more 
democratic space beyond the museum’s gallery, and as I have argued elsewhere, the 
democratizing claim of these digital archives should be interrogated by a sustained examination 
of their contents.27 Nevertheless, concluding the exhibition with Kelly’s Digital Memory Bank 
may have given the visitor some semblance of authorship in the project’s larger narrative, but, 
more importantly, it cemented the idea that together with the author and artists, we, too, are part 
of a new community based on the memories we share and store in this newly transformed 
“venerated palace,” even if this inclusion is momentary and fleeting. However, I do not want to 
diminish the fact that for some visitors, the inclusion of their art in this institutional space is a 
revolutionary act. This is especially the case for visitors whose cultures have historically been 
excluded from this museum, including patrons of African and indigenous descent whose cultural 
productions were viewed as “ethnographic” artifacts rather than “applied art” and are still 
conspicuously absent from the V&A’s permanent collection.  
Despite the ultimate impermanence of Kelly’s Memory Bank as a site of resistance 
emerging from the exhibit, I want to conclude briefly by highlighting another moment in the 
project where Kunzru provides us as readers and viewers with another point of entry into the 
process of institutional transformation. In the novella, Kunzru re-contextualizes the concept of 
the “internet” to provide new terminology through which to envision the creation of new 
collaborative and conspiratorial ways of remembering and reconstructing the past. As the 
                                               
27 Digital memory banks do not necessarily encourage the production of counter-memories and can often preserve 
hegemonic memories. For more about the democratic claims of digital memory banks, see Young, “‘Filled with 
Words’: Modeling the September 11 Digital Archive and the Utility of Digital Methods in the Study of Memory.” 
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protagonist relays to us, “The Thing have all sorts of names for us. They call us a cult, a 
corruption, an internet. We call ourselves the Memorialists. If nothing else, we are the ones, in 
this ruined place, who can recite the names of the dead” (16). Kunzru highlights the danger such 
a concept poses to the Thing when he tells us that the totalitarian regime has its own definition 
for an “internet”: a “conspiracy of fools and knaves, a plot against nature,” the state of Wilding 
to which the Thing hopes to return (36). However, we are also offered a glimpse into the 
revolutionary potential of this “plot”; when the protagonist congregates with other Memorialists, 
he “understood what it meant to be an internet. We shared our learning. It flowed between us like 
sign, even though none of it was true sign, just our spoken words. To ask questions, to hear 
answers: it was beautiful, heart-filling. I understood why the Thing feared it so much” (Kunzru 
62). An “internet,” then, is a community through which knowledge and memories are 
transmitted, especially in a time when traditional modes of memory preservation are disbanded. 
Conducting us as readers and viewers into his cult, his “internet” of Memorialists, the unnamed 
protagonist is reaching out, hoping that we will remember what prevailing hierarchies of power 
would prefer we forget. Ultimately, Memory Palace is “about communal memory,” Kunzru 
asserts, “and about the communal construction of civilization” against the erosive tides of 
erasure, where we insist on commemorating forgotten and suppressed pasts, a process that is here 




CONTAGIONS, COMPUTER VIRUSES, AND INFECTIOUS AGENTS: 
TRANSCULTURAL MEMORY TRANSMISSION IN AMITAV GHOSH’S CALCUTTA 
CHROMOSOME AND HARI KUNZRU’S TRANSMISSION 
 
Illness is the night-side of life, a more onerous citizenship. Everyone 
who is born holds dual citizenship, in the kingdom of the well and in the 
kingdom of the sick. Although we all prefer to use only the good 
passport, sooner or later each of us is obliged, at least for a spell, to 
identify ourselves as citizens of that other place. —Susan Sontag, Illness 
as Metaphor 
 
Opening her foundational work, Illness as Metaphor, Susan Sontag employs imagery of 
borders, citizenship, and migration to emphasize the underlying conditions of precarity we all 
face; each of us is obliged, Sontag avers, to recognize that the border between sickness and 
health is porous and that we are all destined, through no choice of our own, to migrate between 
these lands. Sontag’s point is that because it illustrates our exposure to precarity, “illness is not a 
metaphor.” Yet her use of figurative language here suggests that illness exceeds the strictly 
physiological, and that the political, social, and cultural connotations of disease are inescapable, 
framing people, places, and collectivities through prevailing power hierarchies that produce and 
maintain these subjectivities (3). Her metaphor of citizenship and migration especially echoes the 
historical deployment of disease that has delineated the globe along East/West, North/South 
axes, defining populations as “healthy” citizens against those who are “diseased,” “foreign,” and 
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“Other,” producing rationales for colonization, imperialism, and settlement that endure in our 
globalized age. Given this history, a study of disease and its frameworks can tell us much about 
the concentration of global power by tracing the transnational spread of contagions through the 
movement of people, as well as the transcultural flow of certain conceptual frameworks over 
others. Such a reading, I argue, can also highlight nodes of mnemonic resistance, forms of 
remembering and transmitting memories against the grain of these dominant cultural 
constructions while simultaneously producing new solidarities based upon shared precarious 
histories of illness and disease.1 
This chapter will examine both the physiological and metaphorical dimensions of 
contagion as they are depicted in two contemporary transnational South Asian novels, Amitav 
Ghosh’s The Calcutta Chromosome: A Novel of Fever, Delerium, and Discovery (1995) and Hari 
Kunzru’s Tranmission (2004). Examining these texts together provides a rich historicization of 
the biomedical response to contagion, from the nineteenth-century to the present, which 
simultaneously disciplined “diseased” bodies while creating social and cultural frameworks of 
illness that both ideologically and materially managed people and (post)colonial geographies. 
Rather than reify the supremacy of Western biomedicine or perpetuate the stigmatizing 
frameworks of illness, these texts, I argue, appropriate and redeploy representations of disease 
and contagion as a means to conceptualize counter-memory transmission and solidarity building 
that transcend national and cultural borders. What is more, I contend that the physiological and 
                                               
1 Here I draw upon Judith Butler’s notion of precarity “in the face of the other” outlined in Precarious Life and in 
her follow up, Frames of War (Precarious 24). “Precariousness,” she writes, “implies living socially, that is, the fact 
that one’s life is always in some sense in the hands of others. It implies exposure both to those we know and to those 
we do not know; a dependency on people we know, or barely know, or know not at all” (Frames 14). The invisible 
social connections that enliven and define us also make us vulnerable to contagious diseases, which in turn, make us 
reliant on those structures of power, both real and imagined, that sustain life within and beyond the nation. While 
Butler contends that such precarity “cannot be properly recognized,” but rather “apprehended, taken in, [and] 
encountered,” the contraction and transmission of contagion might allow for an embodied identification of shared 
precarity (Frames 13). 
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figurative depictions of illness in these novels work multidirectionally to evoke shared memories 
of disease, colonization, securitization, quarantine, and detention to highlight universal 
conditions of precarity that link populations together across time and space.2 By intertwining 
disparate cultural, national, and individual histories and memories, contagion, then, becomes 
generative in these novels, turning infectious bodies into infectious agents who formulate and 
transmit their own subjectivities to create new social and political constellations. Ultimately, 
contagion unites subaltern and (post)colonial subjects through shared symptoms and memories, 
creating an embodied counter-archive to dominant frameworks of medicine and disease. 
In order to examine how power, disease, and memory transmission come together in 
these texts, I first examine how disease has been metaphorically rendered within the historical 
contexts of colonialism and globalization, establishing how these figurations can be both 
stigmatizing and generative. While we should be critical of the power structures that produce and 
maintain metaphorical frameworks that result in very real material consequences for those 
experiencing (or perceived to be suffering from) illness, I argue that these texts appropriate 
representations of contagion to conceptualize the transmission of counter-memories, especially 
the traumatic memories of (post)colonial and subaltern subjects. In this way, these texts subvert 
the power structures that determine the social constructions and political interventions managing 
illness and contagion. Next, I will map the histories of power and disease portrayed in The 
Calcutta Chromosome and Transmission, starting with Ghosh’s critical depiction of nineteenth-
century colonial medicine that (re)produced notions of colonial and racial superiority regarding 
                                               
2 Michael Rothberg’s assertion that memory is “multidirectional: subject to ongoing negotiation, cross-referencing, 
and borrowing” is particularly productive in thinking through disease as a traveling site of memory (3). 
“Mulitdirectionality” he argues, “encourages us to think of the public sphere as a malleable discursive space in 
which groups […] come into being through their dialogical interactions with others,” implying that contagious 




health and science, structures that continue to haunt contemporary postcolonial international 
healthcare organizations. I will then outline Kunzru’s critique of globalization and the twenty-
first century biopolitics and geopolitics of health, where states manage the livelihood of citizens 
within a security mindset that patrols the movement of bodies labeled as diseased and dying 
within and across borders. By highlighting the histories and genealogies of the power structures 
that determine notions of health and illness, medicine and science, migration and quarantine, 
both texts destabilize the scientific and socio-cultural framings of disease in order to 
conceptualize transcultural and subaltern networks of memory transmission, where contagion 
evokes collective memories of traumatic pasts through the recognition of shared precarity.  
Throughout this chapter, I demonstrate that the figurative representations of contagion 
depicted in these novels are a new way to envision the mostly invisible processes of memory 
transmission beyond physical sites of memorialization that are often patrolled by state and 
international structures of power. Reading these texts together through the trope of contagion 
highlights not only the ongoing critique of the socio-cultural frameworks of medicine and illness, 
but more importantly, uncovers the complex subaltern histories that are often effaced by these 
metaphors and systems of power. Both these texts represent the material and imaginative 
disciplining of bodies through regimes of health, but most importantly, they reveal how this 
institutional management results in the prohibition of certain memories, limiting their 
transmission through official archival and media channels. By positing disease as an embodied 
archive of mnemonic resistance, however, these texts thus offer an alternative way to 
conceptualize the migration of memories as they circulate and unite postcolonial communities 
across time and space and despite overlapping structures of power that shadow subjects from the 
nineteenth century to the present and speculative future. 
 
 157 
Revisiting Illness and its Metaphors 
In this chapter I will not, as Sontag advocates, abstain from metaphors of illness, but 
rather I will examine how these metaphors become bound to very real social and biological 
pathologies to outline what effect these reductive representations have on the formation of 
subaltern identity and the transmission of memory in The Calcutta Chromosome and 
Transmission. If, as Sontag states, “it is hardly possible to take up one’s residence in the 
kingdom of the ill unprejudiced by the lurid metaphors with which it has been landscaped,” it is 
necessary to explore how certain real and imagined geographies have been symbolically 
populated with disease mythologies, and how those who have been relegated to such lands 
navigate these biological, figurative, and cultural frameworks, in order to maintain their often 
traumatic memories of uneven global processes (3-4). Accordingly, this chapter links the 
production of disease mythologies to colonial and postcolonial healthcare systems that, rather 
than treat “tropical diseases,” created hegemonic taxonomies of health and illness that relegated 
(post)colonial and subaltern subjects to real and imaginary territories of sickness. Through the 
creation of medical epistemologies, these systems also solidified notions of history and progress 
that further marginalized “unhealthy” populations, quarantining their memories from traveling 
transculturally. By studying how representations of illness are actually encountered by subaltern 
and migrant subjects, we may gain glimpses of how these metaphors are appropriated and 
redirected by these subjects to create new social, cultural, and political coalitions through the 
transmission of counter-memories and recognition of shared precarity. To do so, we must first 
examine how such metaphors are formed, what functions they have historically served to 




Throughout her two treatises, Illness as Metaphors and its follow-up, AIDS and its 
Metaphors, Sontag urges us to eschew metaphors of illness because their figurative application 
usually effaces the material reality of living with disease while often describing negative social 
and cultural conditions.3 Sontag starts with the rhetorical nature of metaphors, stating: “By 
metaphor, I meant nothing more or less than the earliest and most succinct definition […], which 
[…] consists in giving the thing a name that belongs to something else’” (AIDS 93). Metaphors 
in their most basic operations use a familiar word or phrase to describe another, seemingly 
dissimilar object or concept to produce meaning through comparison. Yet metaphors go beyond 
the rhetorical, rendering larger more abstract socio-cultural processes legible by “understanding 
one conceptual domain in terms of another conceptual domain,” what linguists have called the 
“theory of conceptual metaphor” (Kovecses vii 4). Metaphor thus becomes “one of our most 
important tools for trying to comprehend partially what cannot be comprehended totally,” a 
notion Sontag herself affirms when she writes that metaphors are “mental operation[s]” and are 
“the spawning ground of most kinds of understanding […] and expressiveness” (Lakoff and 
Johnson 193; AIDS 93). Yet we must remember that metaphors are generative because they are 
also reductive, and through such reductions, structure the world around us. As Zoltán Kovecses 
argues, “metaphor plays a role in human thought, understanding, reasoning and, beyond that, in 
the creation of our social, cultural, and psychological reality” (xii-xiii, emphasis mine). 
Metaphors, then, do not simply describe socio-cultural contexts, but actively create them by 
prescribing the frameworks through which we view and interact with our surroundings, 
                                               
3 While more than a decade separates the publication of Illness and its Metaphors and AIDs and its Metaphors, AIDs 
is clearly a follow up to Sontag’s earlier work that attempts to account for the mutation of illness metaphors that 
circulated during the height of the AIDs epidemic. Today, these works are usually published together as one volume, 
as in the case of the Picador edition I cite in this study. 
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producing hegemonic connections between people, places, and things that once forged are hard 
to sever in the socio-cultural imagination.  
While Sontag is quick to admit the centrality of metaphors in aiding thought, she aims to 
highlight the uses and abuses of illness when it is applied to other socio-cultural contexts and 
processes. “[O]ne cannot think without metaphors,” Sontag writes, “But that does not mean there 
aren’t some metaphors we might well abstain from or try to retire” (AIDS 93). To this aim, 
Sontag advocates for “an elucidation of those metaphors” in order to enact “a liberation from 
them” (Illness 4). Sontag further notes, “the purpose of [Illness and its Metaphors] was to calm 
the imagination, not to incite it. Not to confer meaning, which is the traditional purpose of 
literary endeavor, but to deprive something of meaning: to apply that quixotic, highly polemical 
strategy, ‘against interpretation,’ to the real world this time” (AIDS 102). Here Sontag rejects 
disease as an interpretative framework to describe conditions outside the clinic as such images 
often become a shorthand for negative social, cultural, and political processes, meaning that 
these metaphorical translations can have dangerous material consequences for those living with 
disease. “My purpose,” she writes, “was above all, practical. For it was my doleful observation, 
repeated again and again, that the metaphoric trappings that deform the experience of having 
cancer have very real consequences […]. The metaphors and myths, I was convinced, kill” 
(AIDS 102).  
By urging us to refrain from metaphors of disease, Sontag does not dismiss the notion 
that diseases themselves are socially constructed, a fact that lends them to metaphorical 
translation. Paula Treichler further argues that disease is both a physical manifestation of 
symptoms and a social and cultural construct, writing “epidemic[s are] cultural and linguistic as 
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well as biological and biomedical” (1). David Rosenberg expands this argument, creating a 
“social constructivist view” of illness, where  
‘disease’ is an elusive entity. It is not simply a less than optimum 
physiological state. […D]isease is at once a biological event, a 
generation-specific repertoire of verbal constructs reflecting medicine’s 
intellectual and institutional history, an occasion for and potential 
legitimation of public policy, an aspect of social role and individual—
intrapsychic—identity, a sanction for cultural values […]. In some ways, 
disease does not exist until we have agreed that it does, by perceiving, 
naming, and responding to it. (305) 
Beyond its biological pathology, Rosenberg argues, disease is a shifting social construct, 
figuratively mutating throughout the generations as science and medicine progress, diseases are 
understood, their cures and treatments institutionalized, and most importantly, as infected 
individuals are identified and treated within society. Thus, the social frameworks of disease 
change over time, from community to community, culture to culture, especially as these 
constructions are deployed to mark marginalized populations. As John Parascandola notes: 
“Social and cultural factors also influence the way in which we react to a disease and to those 
who suffer from it. […] Even today […] disease is often used as a metaphor for disgrace and 
disgust” (xv). Disease thus becomes located within a landscape of lurid metaphors, to use 
Sontag’s terminology, that actively prescribes normative socio-cultural values that shape the 
present and, by extension our memories of the past and hopes for the future. 
Diseases and their social lives are ensconced within histories of colonization, 
imperialism, and settlement, historical links that need to be untangled in order to elucidate the 
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power structures that accompany the ongoing framing of illness. Alan Bewell in his book, 
Romanticism and Colonial Disease, argues that the emerging global travel associated with 
colonialism introduced colonizers to new diseases and immuno-cultures and had a profound 
impact on the ways in which colonial self-identity was constructed against colonized “Others.”4 
Bewell notes, “the global expansion of human travel […] made possible the globalization of 
disease, the worldwide spread of viruses and bacteria that had previously occupied local 
geographies” (4). This exposure to new diseases against which colonizing forces had no 
immunity was the impetus for the formation and circulation of the socio-cultural constructs that 
became attached to these diseases. As Bewell argues, “The most dangerous diseases during the 
colonial period therefore were indeed ‘foreign,’ either those that had traveled from somewhere 
else or those encountered through travel” (7). As a result of this increased contact with 
unfamiliar populations and dangerous diseases, “new names and new metaphors [were 
introduced] into the disease vocabularies of different peoples, who then had to think about 
disease in new ways” which in turn created “major cultural myths—racial, cultural, 
technological, medical, theological—[that] were built on these differences [in immunity] often to 
the detriment of those most affected by disease” (3, 5). As new diseases were encountered, new 
imaginaries and institutions were created to regulate bodies, and in the process, produced 
normative notions of “healthy” subjectivities that demarked certain zones of colonial contact as 
inherently “diseased.” These colonial structures continue to inform contemporary perceptions of 
productive citizenship in the postcolonial era, determining who and what can travel along 
established globalized networks. 
                                               
4 Obviously the colonized were also exposed to new diseases through colonial contact and they suffered the most 
from not only structures of knowledge and power that were created in the wake of these encounters, but also, 
depending on the zone of contact, the material and biological effects of disease. For more on the role of disease in 
shaping colonial encounters, see Bewell. 
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Since Rosenberg, medical historians have adopted a social constructionist view that 
examines “definitions and hypothetical etiologies” to uncover how the biological and 
metaphorical dimensions of disease together structure society, serving as “tools of social control, 
as labels for deviance, and as a rationale for the legitimation of status relationships,” producing 
and managing normative notions of citizenship (Marks 209; Rosenberg 309). Social constructs of 
disease thus not only determine who belongs to the nation, but also prescribe national narratives 
of history and cultural production. As Warwick Anderson argues, “Science and medicine 
produce a civil subjectivity as surely as […] literature, art, film, and other cultural enterprises” 
and as such “the clinic and the laboratory should be added to those sites where the nation—any 
nation—may be imagined” (Cultivation 1-2). Sites managing the health of the individual body 
also manage the health of the body politic, creating national narratives of history and 
identification through the literal and metaphoric deployment of illness and health. Anderson 
further underlines the legacy of colonialism in the ongoing production of the national body in the 
clinic and beyond:  
Medicine has provided a vocabulary for talking about a territory and a 
means for taking imaginative possession of it; later still, it created a 
syntax for social citizenship and a means for living up to it. Once a 
resource for mastering the land, medicine focused ever more narrowly on 
civility and responsible behavior, the guidance of proper living. 
(Cultivation 255) 
One of the modern legacies of colonial medicine, then, is the production of normative notions of 
civil subjectivity, dictating the ongoing management of the literal and figurative national body in 
sites of care and beyond. 
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Colonial fears of contagion continue to fuel figurative representations of disease in our 
increasingly connected and globalized world, where travel is thought to increase the spread of 
“foreign” diseases. As Mark Harrison makes clear, the history of global travel and trade is also 
the history of inhibited movement, the surveillance and quarantine of certain populations under 
the purview of public health. Tracing this history of quarantine to an outbreak of the plague in 
the 1300s which “brought the first measures designed to control the spread of trade-borne 
infection,” Harrison maps how these early measures “have shaped our responses to disease ever 
since,” structuring cultural representations of ourselves and others (xiv). These formations 
continue in the present, and many critics “have often pointed to the risks which globalization 
poses to health [… through] the spread of disease due to the accelerated flow of people and 
commodities” (Harrison 248). We continue to feel the reverberations of colonial histories of 
medicine with new outbreaks of mad cow disease, SARS, influenza, and most recently, Ebola 
and Zika, where “a security mindset prevail[s]. As in former times where there had been intense 
concern about the spread of infectious diseases, the penalties for stepping outside the consensus 
could be severe: states, individuals and various private and public bodies risked ostracism and 
ruin if they bucked the trend” (Harrison 266). Thus, with the threat of global contagion, 
discursive practices are paired with physical restrictions, where the movement of “foreign” or 
“diseased” populations becomes regulated and curtailed in the name of national security, limiting 
the movement of their bodies and, in the process, quarantining their memories. As new health 
threats emerge, old tropes are revived, and new framing mythologies are created, all of which 
continue to restrict the movements of migrating populations, resulting in often severe material 
and mnemonic consequences. 
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Revisiting Sontag’s work, Mel Chen observes that metaphors of illness continue to 
describe negative socio-cultural processes, shaping our political climate and socio-cultural 
imaginary through their continued usage. Given their roots in the colonial project, it is no wonder 
that Chen “delineate[s…] an integral fabric of racialization within dominant […] illness […] 
representations” as they infect all aspects of society, even those “seemingly remote from the 
clinic,” and finds that their resulting “effects are never merely figurative, but materially 
consequential” (25). Chen argues that metaphors of illness, with their ever-evolving racialized 
mythologies, have infected our epistemological systems, meaning that we cannot think or 
remember without calling upon these frameworks. Moreover, they have material consequences 
for those living with illness, reiterating Sontag’s point that metaphors kill. However, Chen 
encourages us to combat these representations through an “intoxicated” methodology, by taking 
in that which is “Other,” to uncover the subjectivities and memories that are obscured by 
dominant frameworks of sickness and health (29). “Intoxication,” Chen writes, is an “embodied 
approach, whether we call it witnessing, approximation, occupation, to the living or dead 
subjects of our study,” that asks us to rethink “the workings of our own memory and, more 
generally, intellectual apparatus[es]” to “approximat[e]” the lived experiences of others” (29). 
Chen thus asks us to dwell in lands of illness in order to encounter the lives and memories that 
are often relegated to the margins of society and history. Such an embodied approach, Chen 
argues, may allow us to “converse with other people’s methods of survival and/or thriving, to 
recognize, for instance, the trade in alternative temporalities and perceptions that may already be 
present” in communities marked as ill or diseased (29). Chen thus asks us to inhabit, however 
briefly, the kingdom of the sick, to experience how others navigate normative landscapes of 
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health to unearth whatever alternative non-normative epistemologies, temporalities, and 
memories we might find there. 
Parallel to Chen’s “intoxicated” methodology, this chapter proposes a “contagious” 
methodology, a way of experiencing the fevers, delirium, interruptions, and underlying precarity 
embodied in representations of illness and infection to realize the concept of “migrating 
memories.” As with “intoxication,” “contagion” might bring awareness of those visible and 
invisible networks of contact that shape communities, memories, and life worlds. Contagion, 
emerging from the Latin words con, “together with,” and tangere, “to touch,” asks us to imagine 
the ways in which bodies come together and touch, both physically and imaginatively, to transfer 
and transmit new memories. If migrating memories are the memories that travel in light of (and 
despite) the power structures that suppress them, reading these texts through a contagious 
methodology exposes us to histories suppressed by hegemonic notions of the “healthy” past, 
demonstrating the power structures that maintain the borders between sickness and health, 
movement and quarantine, citizen and foreigner, self and other. A contagious methodology asks 
us to envision anew our shared precarity by demonstrating how porous the socio-cultural and 
biological borders are between sickness and health, allowing us to migrate between these lands 
and inhabit new positionalities of difference through the embodiment of contagion. Being 
infected by the metaphors and representations of illness in this literature, then, is to envision the 
migration of memories within and beyond structures of power, national and cultural borders, as 
well as hegemonic notions of the past, through embodied contagious archives. 
A contagious methodology also demonstrates how metaphorical thinking might be 
generative, allowing us to inhabit new positionalities and identities. It is thus useful to return to 
metaphor’s etymology to unpack its potential in the transcultural study of memory. “Metaphor” 
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is derived from the Greek roots meta, meaning over, across, or beyond, and phor, or to carry or 
bare, that when brought together translates to “carry over,” “transfer,” or “carry across” (Liddell 
and Scott 953; Geary 9).5 Literally, a metaphor carries an object over a conceptual border to 
transfer meaning to a new context. Thus, metaphor goes beyond simply “impl[ying] movement, 
transfer, and fluid boundaries” to suggest something to be overcome—a barrier to be 
transgressed, new meanings to be gained, new perspectives to be gleaned (Liao 56).6 Thus, in 
thinking through the concept of “migrating memories,” metaphor is a particularly apt way of not 
only envisioning the movement of memories despite barriers and structures of power, but also of 
inhabiting sites of difference that allow us to perceive, at least momentarily, alternative ways of 
inhabiting the world. In transcending borders of comprehension and in allowing for new 
cognitive understandings of complex processes, metaphor can be a powerful rhetorical device to 
envision the transmission of migrating memories, as long as it is deployed within elucidated 
histories and structures of power.  
In this vein, Salman Rushdie draws upon migration as a literary metaphor to think 
through the multiple displacements subjects in transit represent, as well as posit the power of 
literature to convey these experiences. “Migration,” he writes, 
offers us one of the richest metaphors of our age. The very word 
metaphor, with its roots in the Greek words for bearing across, describes 
a sort of migration, the migration of ideas into images. Migrants—borne 
                                               
5 Liddell and Scott translate the Greek metaphorá as “to carry over, transfer” (593). Geary traces the etymology to 
the roots meta, “over, across, or beyond,” and phor, ‘to carry,’ translating the “literal meaning of metaphor [as] to 
‘carry across” (9). Liao uses the Oxford English Dictionary to define meta as “a change” that is then combined with 
the root pherein, “to bear or carry” (56). 
6 Which is itself evocative of contagion permeating one’s biological defenses to infect new bodies. 
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across humans—are metaphorical beings in their very essence; and 
migration, seen as a metaphor, is everywhere around us. (xii)  
If metaphor is itself a conceptual border crossing, a migration, it possesses the distinct possibility 
of demonstrating new modes of envisioning the world, of moving towards new spaces of 
understanding. As Rushdie further notes, “This is what the [spatial, linguistic, and socio-cultural] 
disruption of reality teaches migrants: that reality is an artifact, that it does not exist until it is 
made, and that, like any other artifact, it can be made well or badly, and that it can also, of 
course, be unmade” (xiii). Experiencing multiple simultaneous displacements, migrants are able 
to recognize the meaning-making apparatuses that artificially construct the world, a position that 
Rushdie argues give them the power to “unmake” the power structures that undergird the world 
around us. While this might be an idealization of the migrant perspective that does not consider 
the uneven distribution of socio-economic privilege that accompanies some migrants and not 
others, Rushdie finds particular power in migrant literature, where “a writer who understands the 
artificial nature of reality is more or less obliged to enter the process of making it” (xiv). 
Thinking of migration as metaphor and metaphor as migration in this literature, then, allows for 
new figurations that have the potential to contest the structures of power that determine how 
certain conceptual frameworks are defined, circulated, and ultimately unmade. 
Given these concerns, how might we conceptualize metaphors and representations of 
illness as a mode of migrating memory that takes into account the legacies of colonialism and 
globalization, while also being sensitive to the material realities of those most marginalized by 
these frameworks? As Bewell rightly cautions, “disease transmission requires its own kind of 
reception theory, for it is communication that really does change those who receive it both 
physically and culturally” (2). Though we cannot and should not deny the material and biological 
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dimensions of disease, we equally cannot ignore or move beyond such metaphorical frameworks 
as long as they continue to survive and circulate; we must assess the structures of power they 
reflect and reify as well as investigate how they might be repurposed for different means. 
Anderson reiterates the necessity of continually assessing the perceptions of illness in light of 
these histories, but also reminds us that is equally imperative to be attentive to the ways in which 
Euro-centric discourses of illness and health are also challenged from the margins: “we need to 
recognize the basic language of Western medicine, with its claims to universalism and 
modernity, has always used, as it still does, the vocabulary or empire. We need to listen for the 
global circulation—not merely transmission from Europe—of metaphor, assumption, and 
practice” (“Postcolonial History” 528). Anderson thus advocates for an accounting of hegemonic 
medical discourses that elucidate the ways its metaphors are produced, appropriated, and 
restructured by postcolonial subjects. In this way, Anderson argues, medical historians “might 
become […] true nomads themselves, understanding migrancy as much as situatedness” 
(“Postcolonial History” 528). Tracing, and indeed dwelling in, the appropriation of disease 
discourses by subaltern populations might allow us to inhabit, albeit briefly, states of contagion 
and migrancy in order to glimpse how long-standing power structures regarding normative 
notions of health might be subverted and new histories and memories might be uncovered. 
Disease will remain central to the socio-cultural imagination because it is a condition we 
all sooner or later experience, an inevitable migration we all face. Rather than view metaphors of 
disease as simply marginalizing, reexamining the condition of illness as part of our universal 
precarity, I argue, opens new possibilities, new ways of envisioning our positionality within 
hegemonic structures of power. As Priscilla Wald argues: 
 
 169 
Communicable disease compels attention—for scientists and the lay 
public alike—not only because of the devastation it can cause but also 
because the circulation of microbes materializes the transmission of 
ideas. The interactions that make us sick also constitute a community. 
Disease emergence dramatizes the dilemma that inspires the most basic 
human narratives: the necessity and danger of human contact. (2) 
Disease demonstrates not only our precarity in the face of others, but also reminds us of that 
which makes us most human: our connections and exchanges that bring us into contact with each 
other through shared memories and shared experiences. Taking metaphors of contagion as 
emblematic of migrating memories in contemporary transnational South Asian literature, this 
chapter asks what realities might be made and remade, what power structures might be subverted 
and dismantled, and, most importantly, what communities might be forged by inhabiting new 
positions of difference that result from these metaphorical representations of contagion? 
Beyond “Postcolonial Science Fiction”: Contagious Transmission in The Calucutta 
Chromosome 
As with his earlier book, In an Antique Land: History in the Guise of a Traveler’s Tale 
(1992), Ghosh returns to the theme of excavating hidden histories from the archival margins in 
his genre-bending novel, The Calcutta Chromosome: A Novel of Fevers, Delirium and Discovery 
(1997). Where In an Antique Land sought to reconstruct, as much as possible, the historical facts 
surrounding the life of the medieval slave of MS H.6, The Calcutta Chromosome sketches a 
fictional subaltern history behind Ronald Ross’s Nobel Prize-winning discovery of the malarial 
parasite’s method of transmission via mosquitoes in 1898. Focusing on the unnamed lab 
assistants mentioned in passing in Ross’s Memoirs, Ghosh crafts a clandestine conspiracy that 
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suggests they orchestrated Ross’s discovery for their own purposes.7 Sharing, as it does, 
elements from multiple genres, including the speculative novel and science fiction,8 many critics 
have noted that the novel questions the power structures undergirding epistemological 
hierarchies of Western science, but I particularly want to explore Ghosh’s often overlooked 
critique of colonial medicine as a particular scientific discipline that not only shaped colonial 
imaginaries of health and illness, but also structures current iterations of postcolonial healthcare 
institutions that perpetuate these frameworks. By consciously evoking and subverting official 
histories of colonial medicine, Ghosh demonstrates that the seemingly beneficial discipline is a 
hegemonic construction that structures society along axes of power and privilege, codifying 
histories through archival processes and, in the process, shape memories of the colonial 
encounter. Against the normative framing of colonial diseases as scourges to be cured, Ghosh 
depicts his subaltern characters mutating malaria and syphilis, two conspicuously “colonial” 
diseases, to transmit their memories “across” bodies. In appropriating these diseases, subaltern 
characters revive forgotten material histories of living with illness under colonialism and 
postcolonial globalization, creating a shadow archive in the novel. Ultimately, the trope of 
contagion unites disparate subaltern subjects through shared symptoms and shared memories, 
depicting new embodied histories of dwelling in difference. 
Before I explore Ghosh’s “contagious” methodology, I must first untangle The Calcutta 
Chromosome’s complex narrative that connects multiple characters, temporalities, and 
                                               
7 For more on Ghosh’s reframing of Ross’s Memoirs, see Chambers, “Postcolonial Science Fiction: Amitav Ghosh’s 
The Calcutta Chromosome.” 
8 Chambers describes the novel as a “complex, quasi-science fiction” and Sinn agrees that it “defies easy 
categorization, being equal parts medical mystery, historical novel, ghost story, and postcolonial thriller” 
(“Networks” 42; 145). Pravinchandra also notes that the novel “can be read as science fiction, as a medical thriller, 
[or] as a detective novel,” further illustrating the different genres and elements Ghosh includes in this text (425). In 
1997, the novel won the prestigious Arthur C. Clarke Award for best science fiction published in the United 
Kingdom, seemingly solidifying its status within the genre despite the fact that that “we rarely associate science 
fiction with South Asian Anglophone writing” (Pravinchandra 425). 
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geographies. Sometime in the near future, Antar, an Egyptian émigré working in New York for a 
multinational health agency, stumbles onto a record of the 1995 disappearance of his former 
colleague, Murugan, who was himself investigating the alternative history of Ronald Ross’s 
1898 discovery of malaria’s transmission. As Antar reconstructs Murgun’s last known 
movements in Calcutta years before, we get flashbacks of Murugan’s time in Calcutta where, 
aided by two women, Urmila and Sonali, he uncovers the conspiratorial network of Ross’s 
subaltern lab assistants who, a hundred years earlier, orchestrated Ross’s discovery of the 
malarial vector to further their own research agenda. Through the glimpses we get into the 
conspiracy from the colonial records, it becomes clear that the “Other mind” organizing it, a 
woman named Mangala, is in fact hybridizing malaria with syphilis to create “a technology for 
interpersonal transference,” literally downloading one’s consciousness into another’s body 
(Ghosh 107). Through this process of transmission, Mangala and her associates preserve their 
memories through generations while adding members to the conspiracy, creating mnemonic and 
affective connections across time and space.  
Generically, The Calcutta Chromosome is Ghosh’s most experimental novel, and as such, 
it has received less critical attention than his other works.9 Shital Pravinchandra recently 
observed that a “dominant hermeneutic has crystalized around the novel” celebrating it as a 
“postcolonial mode of science fiction” that “provides an alternative history that challenges 
Ronald Ross’s Memoirs” by highlighting subaltern perspectives (428). Claire Chambers, the first 
to describe the novel as “postcolonial science fiction,” argues that Ghosh appropriates the genre 
to highlight the “fact that science is culturally located, with its own biases and interests” and that 
                                               
9 Chambers noted in 2003 that “critics have so far engaged little” with the novel, an observation that Pravinchandra 
shared in 2014, speculating that “we might expect some sign of trepidation as to how exactly to approach The 
Calcutta Chromosome” as science fiction is not “one of the generic modes that postcolonial scholarship is 
accustomed to dealing with” (“Postcolonial” 57; 426). 
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the novel is “postcolonial” because it demonstrates that “science, technology, and medicine were 
not conveyed to India by the British in a one-way process of transfer, but were in fact involved in 
a complex series of cross-cultural exchanges” (“Postcolonial” 58). James Thrall confirms 
Chambers’ assessment, writing “Ghosh borrows the Western genre of science fiction for his own 
alternative purposes of questioning the precedence and even nature of Western modes of rational 
inquiry” and similarly, Diane Nelson notes that Ghosh “argues against the assumption that 
modern laboratories exist only in the ‘First World’ and that only rich white men ‘do’ science” 
(293; 254). This predominant postcolonial reading focuses on the novel’s re-centering of the 
subaltern contributions behind Ross’s discovery, thereby undermining the supposed cultural and 
epistemological hegemony of Western science. 
Viewing the novel exclusively as a “postcolonial corrective” that highlights subaltern 
figures once relegated to the margins of the colonial archive has resulted in critics privileging 
“silence” as the primary mode through which subaltern knowledge is communicated.10 In his 
speech, the writer Phulboni obliquely refers to the conspiracy as “the silence” and calls out to 
Mangala by naming her “the mistress of silence” and “silence herself” (Ghosh 32, 123). It is thus 
no wonder that Chambers claims that one “of the novel’s key concerns […] is silence” in that it 
questions the ability of “knowledge to be transmitted by language” (“Networks” 54). Drawing on 
Murugan’s claim in the novel that “to communicate, to put ideas into language, would be to 
establish a claim to know—which is the first thing that a counter-science would dispute,” 
Chambers sees silence as a rejection of an “objective truth,” emphasizing that “knowledge […] is 
a construct, dependent on its cultural origins” (Ghosh 103; “Networks 54). Similarly, Shayani 
Bhattacharya argues that “the subaltern speaks through silence, thereby rejecting the primacy of 
                                               
10 Thereby drawing on Gayatri Spivak’s founding question, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 
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language” and “the traditional lines of communication entrenched in hierarchal language that 
robs the subaltern of speech” (138; 147). Silence has thus been paradoxically posited as the mode 
of communication in The Calcutta Chromosome that circumvents colonial power structures 
entrenched in hegemonic scientific discourses, and other than Chambers’ assertion that “it is the 
job of literature to try to communicate these unspeakable ideas in new ways,” little has been 
proffered to describe how such literature might figuratively convey this silence (“Networks” 55). 
However, I propose that we read The Calcutta Chromosome beyond the genre of the postcolonial 
corrective, which ultimately privileges colonial modes of historical production as the primary 
vehicle through which subaltern voices should be revived and recorded for posterity; instead, we 
should focus on alternative embodied modes of subaltern memory transmission that produce new 
subjectivities and collectivities against hegemonic histories proffered by (post)colonial 
institutions. 
Reading the novel beyond typical “postcolonial conventions” is suggested throughout the 
novel, most notably through ironic depiction of Phulboni, the famous Indian author who appears 
in the periphery of the 1995 Calcutta timeline. Phulboni’s writings seemingly evoke the overly-
theoretical style that was a hallmark of postcolonial literature and criticism in the 1990s; he is 
described as “one of those pompous old windbags,” a sentiment that is clarified by Sonali when 
she describes his work as “too difficult for the public: all those dialect words from languages no 
one had ever heard of,” dismissing his efforts to revive regional dialects as self-indulgent 
intellectualism (123, 112). Here, Ghosh ironically subverts the postcolonial conventions he is 
often lauded for, asking us to read against postcolonial tropes. This authorial agenda is clear 
when Urmila intuits that Phulboni’s early collection, The Laakhan Stories, are more than simply 
symbolic: “[the Stories] all feature a character called Laakhan […]. In one he’s a postman; in 
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another he’s a village schoolmaster, something else in another […]. When they were first 
published the critics thought it was some kind of elaborate allegory—with each character being 
different but also the same and all them being mixed up and so on” (110-111). The reader, of 
course, knows that these stories are not symbolic, but literal, indicative Laakhan’s many lifetimes 
lived and relived as Mangala’s assistant, where his consciousness is transferred to new bodies. 
Urmila senses the real meaning behind the stories, saying, “I had the distinct feeling that there 
was something more to it. […T]he stories were a message to someone; to remind them of 
something—some kind of shared secret. You know, like those strange little ads you sometimes 
see in Personal columns” (111). As with Phulboni’s Laakhan Stories, I suggest that we read 
beyond the postcolonial tropes of The Calcutta Chromosome to see what “shared secret” 
histories the text seeks to evoke as they infect and unite people across space and time. 
Rather than re-centering subaltern silence within colonial archives, I argue that we should 
read the novel as Urmila reads The Laakhan Stories: to be reminded of something and trace the 
path of remembrance within and beyond structures of power. As such, I suggest that we view 
disease as a radical presence in The Calcutta Chromosome as it creates a “shadow archive” to the 
dominant (post)colonial modes of history-production. Envisioning disease as an archive in the 
text highlights the material and ideological effects of colonialism on subaltern and colonized 
populations while also providing readers with a figurative rendering of embodied subaltern 
communication beyond the notion of “silence,” thus figuratively “communicat[ing…] 
unspeakable ideas in new ways” (Chambers “Networks” 55). In order to visualize the figurative 
potential of disease as a shadow archive and mode of counter-memory transmission, we must 
first move away from a critique of science as a hegemonic Western epistemology to a more 
targeted discussion of medicine as it produces colonial and postcolonial subjectivities through 
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the production of an “official” archival history across the novel’s multiple temporalities. While 
medicine has generally been seen as a benign or even beneficial Western invention, Ghosh 
actively highlights how medicine constructs hegemonic notions of history based on a progressive 
futurity that continually effaces subaltern perspectives. What is more, Ghosh demonstrates how 
this narrative can be actively undone by the embodied experiences of living with disease, 
through the contagious transmission of memory across spatial and temporal borders. Thus, the 
aim of reading a text like The Calcutta Chromosome should not be re-centering marginalized 
perspectives within colonial structures of power, but rather exploring how (post)colonial and 
subaltern subjects figuratively resist such narratives, creating their own alternative embodied and 
“contagious” archive through the contraction, mutation, and transmission of colonial diseases. In 
order to elucidate this subaltern archive within and against (post)colonial medical frameworks in 
the novel, I first examine how medical knowledge is produced through the construction of an 
“official” history to demonstrate the ultimate futility of relying solely on (post)colonial archives 
to revive marginalized subaltern histories. I then explore how disease functions as a subaltern 
shadow archive to hegemonic histories, allowing marginalized figures to transmit their own 
embodied traumatic memories within and against dominant medical and historical frameworks. 
Finally, I explore how disease-as-archive literally and figuratively unites disparate subjects 
through shared memories and shared symptoms, creating new affective and political coalitions 
through conspiratorial ways of remembering the past. 
“To Load Their Dirt with Their Own Meanings”: Colonial Medicine and the Accretion of 
History 
From its outset, the novel dramatizes the central conflict between “official” modes of 
history production through (post)colonial institutions and alternative ways of remembering 
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against the grain when we are introduced to Antar, an Egyptian émigré living in New York and 
working for the International Water Council, a multinational non-governmental organization 
(NGO), in the speculative near-future. The novel opens with Antar conducting an archival 
inventory of the material remnants of the Council’s history on Ava, his anthropomorphized 
computer. The company “had run everything they could find through Ava, all the endless detritus 
of twentieth-century officialdom—paper-clips, file-covers, diskettes,” so that Antar can order 
this seemingly trivial rubble in “the horizonless limbo of [Ava’s] memory” through “routine 
inventories that went flashing around the globe with metronomic regularity, for no reason that 
Antar could understand, except that it was what the system did best” (7, 4, 3). The archival 
process is farcically rendered here, with mundane objects being preserved and sorted with 
seemingly useless bureaucratic regularity. However, during one such “routine inventory,” a 
“memory stole upon” Antar, reminding him of his childhood in Egypt when an archeologist 
came to his village and he would “watch as she sifted through the sand […] with brushes and 
tweezers, examining the dirt with magnifying glasses” (6). Through this memory, Antar begins 
to understand the Council’s archival impulse: 
thinking of the archaeologist, he suddenly knew. [The Council] saw 
themselves making History […]: they wanted to record every minute 
detail of what they had done, what they would do. Instead of having a 
historian sift through their dirt, looking for meanings, they wanted to do 
it themselves: they wanted to load the dirt with their own meanings. (7) 
As with the archeologist before them, the Council is creating its own history through its 
bureaucratic refuse, dictating how they will be remembered. Contrasting these historicizing 
processes with Antar’s own memories, however, contextualizes these practices within larger 
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(post)colonial modes of writing history, of having the power and authority to “load the dirt with 
their own meanings” against the unrecorded memories of subaltern and (formerly) colonized 
subjects. Opening his novel this way, Ghosh signals to the reader that The Calcutta Chromosome 
is about the tension between “official” history and “unofficial” memory, about the ability to 
write history and remember differently. When we contextualize the International Water Council 
within a longer history of colonial medicine and the development of postcolonial international 
health organizations, we can see how such seemingly beneficial institutions have been complicit 
in uneven historicizing practices with disastrous material effects on the (formerly) colonized. 
The Water Council’s inventory and colonial archeologist’s dig set the stage for the 
novel’s larger commentary on the accretion of colonial power through the production of history, 
where colonial disciplines such as “tropical medicine” are depicted as epistemological exercises 
that only become legible through historicizing and archival processes. Written at a time when 
“Western medicine was [still] generally presented as one of the few indubitable benefits of 
European colonialism,” The Calcutta Chromosome tackles medicine’s complicity in the colonial 
project as it created biological and imaginative frameworks of Western superiority based on 
constructed narratives of modernization and progress (Anderson “Postcolonial History” 522-
523). The novel thus relies on real historical documents and archives, especially “Ross’s 
Memoirs in order to create a historical frame for what is often a fantastic narrative,” however, 
this usage is more than a recuperation or fictional recreation of subaltern history from the 
archival margins; it is a commentary on colonial medicine’s preoccupation with the codification 
of its own history (Chambers “Postcolonial” 60). Ross’s malarial research is depicted primarily 
as an archival exercise, where Ross centralizes his own narrative through his letters and diary 
entries. “[T]he great thing about a guy like Ronald Ross” Murugan notes, “is that he writes 
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everything down. You’ve got to remember: this guy’s decided he’s going to rewrite the history 
books. He wants everyone to know the story like he’s going to tell it; he’s not about to leave any 
of it up for grabs, not a single minute if he can help it” (52). In fact, Ross’s malarial research is 
contextualized within his quest to cement his own place in history, as Murugan further recounts: 
“one morning [Ross] gets out of bed […h]e looks in the mirror and asks himself: ‘What’s hot in 
medicine right now? […] What’s going to bag me a Nobel? […] malaria—that’s where it’s at 
this season” (54).11 Similarly, Murugan connects Ross’s archival fever with the larger colonial 
project, comparing him to similar colonial figures such as linguist J.W.D. Grigson: “wherever he 
goes Grigson takes notes. Boy, does he take notes: he keeps a diary, he keeps a journal. When 
Ypsilanti College bought his collected papers […] they had to hire an eight-axle truck to ship the 
stuff out. There’s nothing he doesn’t make note of: and that means nothing” (89). Throughout the 
novel, colonial figures and postcolonial institutions are depicted as primarily concerned with the 
construction of their own history through an almost comical proliferation of documents, “loading 
the dirt” with their own meanings. 
While critical attention has focused on the brief glimpses the novel presents of Ross’s 
subaltern lab assistants gleaned from these prolific colonial records, I suggest that we need to 
reexamine how these records are ironically presented throughout the novel to both question the 
supremacy of colonial archives and present an alternative mode of memory preservation and 
transmission. For the most part, the novel’s presentation of the colonial archives are never left to 
stand on their own and are often filtered through the colorful and unorthodox interpretations of 
                                               
11 At the time, curing malaria was a priority for colonial powers because it existed across zones of colonial contact 
and took a severe toll on European lives, as Shula Marks emphasizes: “By the late nineteenth-century [malaria] 
attracted [the] most attention from British doctors in the tropics [… because it] took so large a toll on white lives in 
Africa and Asia, and it was the conquest of these diseases which of course made the penetration of the tropics a 
possibility” (213). Ross’s attraction to malaria is thus both self-aggrandizing while also fitting the immediate needs 
of the colonial project. 
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Murugan, the self-professed expert on all things “Ronnie Ross” (60). It is Murugan who reveals 
the true nature of Ross’s research as integral to, and reinforcing of, the colonial enterprise when 
he tells Antar, and by extension, the reader: “The mid-nineteenth century was when the scientific 
community began to wake up to malaria. Remember this was the century when old Mother 
Europe was settling all the Last Unknowns […]. Forests, deserts, oceans, warlike natives—that 
stuff’s easy to deal with when you’ve got dynamite and the Gatling gun; chicken-feed compared 
to malaria” (56). Murugan thus not only links Ross’s malarial research to the “discovery” and 
acquisition of colonial lands, but he also equates it with other military technologies that make 
such conquests possible, thereby equating medicine to other forms of colonial violence.12 
Murugan’s commentary also evokes the imaginative frameworks surrounding malaria that were 
created and reified by colonial medicine, creating physical and ideological borders between 
“Mother Europe” and “tropical” climates and populations. As Nicholas King argues,  
Colonial-era public health was […] marked by an obsession with 
exporting the European ideology of territoriality […]. Western medical 
theories identified particular places […] or populations […] as sources or 
reservoirs of infection. Unhealthy (non-Western) places and populations 
posed a threat to healthy (Western) individuals when the borders 
between them were transgressed. (772)  
Ross’s malarial research participated in the erection of physical and imaginative boundaries 
between the lands and bodies of the colonizers and the colonized, marking one as healthy and the 
                                               
12 It is important here to highlight the historical interrelationship between malaria eradication programs and colonial 
military apparatuses. As Nelson notes: “The big discoveries in malaria research were primarily made by military 
scientists. […] ‘[D]rug companies rarely initiate malaria research for the simple reason that there is little money […] 
in wiping out a disease that affects the world’s poorest people. But armies have an incentive to keep their soldiers 
healthy” (qtd. in Nelson 257). 
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other as diseased, needing to be conquered and cured. Murugan’s trenchant summary here 
undermines the “official” benevolent history of colonial medicine to demonstrate its complicity 
in the colonial project as it reinforced notions of European physiological and cultural superiority 
over “diseased” tropical lands and peoples, even as it took physical and imaginative possession 
of them. 
In this vein, the International Water Council’s routine inventory that opens the novel both 
sets the stage for, and echoes these earlier colonial practices of producing history, yet critics have 
so far not viewed the Council as the continuation of colonial medical structures as they continue 
to influence of postcolonial health interventions in the developing world. Chambers does note the 
similarities between the Council’s archive and the exhaustive colonial record keeping depicted in 
the novel, stating “Ross’s obsessive collection of documentary evidence about himself […] bears 
an uncanny resemblance to the novel’s portrayal of the International Water Council, which keeps 
an astonishing amount of its own documentation […] in order to direct the way in which its 
history is interpreted,” yet she does not posit why this futuristic institution reflects past practices 
(“Postcolonial” 61). By viewing the Council as a postcolonial multinational health agency, 
however, it becomes clear that Ghosh is tracing the legacy of colonial medical practices into the 
present as they continue to determine the biological and imaginative frameworks of health that 
divide the contemporary global North from the global South. In 1995, Murugan and Antar work 
at LifeWatch, “a small but respected non-profit organization that served as a global public health 
consultancy and epidemiological data bank,” a recent iteration of earlier colonial medical 
institutions that tracks disease outbreaks in the developing world (9).13 In Murugan’s “obituary” 
                                               
13 LifeWatch evokes the International Health Board of the Rockefeller Foundation, which was also headquartered in 
New York: “the Foundation had first become interested in health […] through its support of programs to eliminate 
hookworm [in…] the US” and later “expanded […] to embrace tropical medical research […with] emphasis placed 
on campaigns to control single diseases […] without involving the indigenous populations” (Worboys 74-75). 
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in the company’s newsletter, we learn that LifeWatch attempted to pick up where Ross’s 
research left off: “it had widely been assumed” the obituary states, that Ross’s “epochal 
discovery would lead to the eradication of what was possibly the oldest and most widespread 
disease: an expectation, alas, that had been sadly belied, as LifeWatch had discovered to its cost” 
(36).14 Sometime after Murugan’s disappearance, LifeWatch, we learn, “had been absorbed, 
along with many other such independent agencies, in the mammoth public health wing of the 
newly formed International Water Council,” a futuristic dystopian health organization that 
Nelson aptly describes as “a huge biopolitical machine” (Ghosh 9; Nelson 252).  
It is clear that LifeWatch and the International Water Council replicate many colonial-era 
medical practices and mentalities, an exaggeration of what Packard describes as the rise of 
“postcolonial medicine” during the post-war period. As with colonial medicine, postcolonial 
medicine is defined by the “absence of colonial voices within the emerging international health 
and development organizations following World War II” which “produced models of health care 
which shared many of the characteristics of colonial medical systems” (Packard 104).15 As with 
older colonial structures, newer international organizations were less concerned with the health 
of the formerly colonized as they were with maintaining economic production and development: 
“health continued to be viewed as a vehicle for social and economic development, rather than an 
end in itself […and] post-war health planning and implementation continued to view local 
populations as inherently unhealthy and incapable of caring for their own health needs” (Packard 
                                               
14 LifeWatch’s failure may be due to its metropolitan location, where “remote from the practical problems of the 
tropics, the study of tropical diseases became increasingly preoccupied with scientific problems rather than the 
problems of poor health,” the material conditions underlying morbidity in the (former) colonies (Marks 213). 
15 Postcolonial institutions used colonial practices like “species sanitation” that “promised the permanent elimination 
of diseases and had the advantage of allowing medical experts to concentrate on the natural environment and avoid 
the political problems of working with the local people” (Worboys 72). Polu further notes that “Indian voices were 
hardly ever considered formally during policy discussions. Promotion of the overall health of Indians was only a 
minor consideration in the structuring of epidemic disease polices” (22). As such, underlying conditions of 
mortality, such as poverty, were largely overlooked.  
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104). These organizations thus replicated structures of colonial power that dictated definitions of 
biological health and reinforced imaginative frameworks of disease, posing ongoing material 
consequences for subaltern and (post)colonial populations. Tracing a line from Ross’s malarial 
research to the Council’s archive, we can recognize that historicization remains a potent strategy 
to consolidate structural power from the colonial to postcolonial eras, shaping our remembrances 
of the past, our understanding of the socio-political landscapes of the present, as well as our 
hopes for the speculative future. 
“A Novel of Fevers, Delirium, and Discovery”: Contagion as Embodied Archive 
Placing the International Water Council into the longer trajectory of colonial medicine 
highlights the continuing intervention of medical institutions as they produce history based on 
notions of progressive futurity that biologically and imaginatively marginalize colonized, 
formerly colonized, and subaltern populations. Yet drawing continuity between the structures of 
power that undergird the colonial past and the postcolonial present is not enough to revive 
subaltern histories that have consistently been obfuscated by those structures; despite Murugan 
and Antar’s attempt to trace the subaltern conspiracy in official archives, Mangala and her 
associates remain stubbornly marginalized, unable to fully come to the fore. As Robbie Goh 
notes, by the end of the novel the conspiracy and the destinies of the subaltern characters remain 
frustratingly opaque and incomplete: “One of the most unsettling things about this novel is the 
way in which the reader’s experience of the main characters is ultimately overshadowed by the 
uncertain fate that awaits them” (56). Ultimately this is Ghosh’s point: the postcolonial 
corrective, the re-centering of colonized voices in the hegemonic (post)colonial archive, is 
destined for failure. The stories of the colonized may never be completely gleaned from the 
official record and we must search for other modes of preservation of these effaced subaltern 
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histories and memories.16 We are thus left to find other means by which subaltern and (formerly) 
colonized characters transmit their own histories by material and metaphorical means that work 
both within and against the grain of medical archives, which leads us to consider contagion as a 
literal and figurative mode of embodied memory transmission. 
It is thus generative to return to medicine and disease as a way to explore the novel’s 
depiction of alternative embodied modes of memory transmission as they are contrasted with 
official institutional historicizing practices and their intendant power structures. Marks argues, 
that while a “colonial history of medicine […] is often an illuminating way to examine aspects of 
the power and limitations of colonialism and its ideas and discourses,” she cautions that “an 
over-emphasis on the role of ‘medicine’ as a way of exploring […] the nature of colonial power” 
might allow us to “forget[…] that there is another history of actual morbidity and mortality” that 
is often occluded by hegemonic narratives of medical discovery and intervention (215). Taking 
this cue from Marks, I argue that it is in fact essential to foreground these forgotten material 
histories of “actual morbidity and mortality” to understand the subaltern experiences of living 
with disease under colonial regimes, a prospect that is particularly daunting as it is exactly these 
histories that are effaced in colonial medical records. While I have demonstrated the difficulties 
of fully reviving subaltern experiences from colonial archives, I propose that we re-center the 
material histories of living with disease to theorize embodied modes of subaltern archival 
production in the novel, where contagion makes tangible the often- invisible process of memory 
transmission through the touching of bodies and sharing of symptoms. By examining how 
subaltern subjects in the novel experience diseases as a mode of mnemonic connectivity, we can 
begin to explore the embodied histories of living with and dwelling in difference as a means to 
                                               
16 Ghosh seems to come to the same unsettling conclusion in In an Antique Land, where the book concludes with the 
disappearance of Nabeel during the outbreak of the Persian Gulf War. 
 
 184 
preserve and transmit memories within and against the archival grain, connecting people across 
space and time. 
Re-centering disease as a radical presence in The Calcutta Chromosome starts with the 
novel’s subtitle, “a Novel of Fevers, Delirium and Discovery,” as it accentuates the somatic 
experience of disease as part of the act of “discovery,” that is, of remembering and creating new 
transcultural and transtemporal connections. Nelson is one of the few critics who dwells on the 
novel’s depiction of malaria, describing it as “the multiconductor” that “lashes together rich and 
poor, in India and the diaspora; it links Egyptian and Armenian, journalist and Bollywood star, a 
self-made man [Ross] and a nineteenth-century laboratory assistant, […the] writer and his 
readers. To make connections among all these is Ghosh’s aim” (255, 258). Nelson posits that 
these connections are forged primarily through malaria by two means, the first being literal and 
biological—the disease’s vector, the female mosquitoes that carries the malarial parasite: “with 
the vector’s help, a single human carrier can infect over one hundred others. Mosquitoes in their 
various forms […] seem to travel easily in ships and airplanes, as do the parasites inside human 
bodies moving around the globe” (258). The vector not only aids in the transmission of the 
disease, but it fills the interstitial spaces between bodies, allowing us to envision a mostly 
invisible process of interpersonal contact and exchange. As Nelson elucidates, malaria’s mode of 
transmission sketches the spaces “between human, vector, and parasite, and how these connect 
humans across space and, in Ghosh’s novel, time” (258). The vector/mosquito thus becomes the 
mode through which bodies touch and permeate each other, the biological mode of contagious 
transmission. Additionally, Nelson briefly theorizes a second mode of figurative connection 
forged by malaria’s pathology: “A major plot twist in The Calcutta Chromosome depends on the 
strange capacity of malaria to live dormant in the human body for years, even decades, and then 
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suddenly blossom again into desperate chills and fevers up to 106 degrees” (258). These 
continual and unexpected repetitions of somatic symptoms unite characters throughout the novel, 
leading Nelson to argue, “malaria is less ‘a’ disease than an interaction of processes, actors, and 
actants” (258). Moving from Nelson’s observations here, I am interested in further elucidating 
how the novel’s biological and figurative depictions of malaria connect characters through 
shared symptoms, creating a multidirectional and embodied archive of memories of common 
(post)colonial pasts effaced by official archival colonial histories. 
Malaria provides the common ground upon which Murugan and Antar build a shaky 
affiliation. In 1995, Antar is described as reserved after the death of his wife, initially “appalled” 
by Murugan’s assertive “voice and manner,” yet despite this aversion, “he couldn’t help feeling 
an inexplicable sense of kinship with him” (51). Surprising himself, Antar asks Murugan “Why 
are you so determined to go to Calcutta?” even though “he regretted it once he said it; he was not 
in the habit of inviting confidences from strangers, especially someone as loud and brash as this” 
(51). As their conversation progresses, however, a possible source of their unexpected kinship is 
revealed:  
‘Have you ever had [malaria] yourself?’ 
Antar nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘a long time ago, in Egypt.’ […] 
‘Do you ever get relapses?’ Murugan persisted. 
‘Sometimes,’ Antar said. 
‘That’s how it goes,’ Murugan said with a wry smile. ‘You think it’s  
gone forever and suddenly, it’s hey, long time no see.’ 
‘So you get them too!’ Antar said raising his eyebrows. 
‘Do I ever!’ Murugan laughed. (54) 
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Malaria is more than a physical presence here, it is a common acquaintance that not only 
provides these men with a shared experience of symptoms and intermittent relapses, but also 
connects them through their pasts as (post)colonial subjects, Antar, as an Egyptian, and 
Murugan, as an Indian. Malaria thus cuts across the national, cultural, and even temperamental 
differences that may otherwise divide the men, creating an “inexplicable kinship” between them. 
Importantly, it is only after this connection is made that Antar agrees to learn more about 
Murugan’s theories about the “alternative” history of Ross’s malarial discovery, despite his 
initial misgivings. 
This connection is reiterated as they both become embroiled in the conspiracy and 
experience malarial relapses, further uniting them to each other as well as the conspirators and 
other subaltern figures, past and present. After Antar exhausts his memories of first meeting 
Murugan in 1995, he asks Ava to recover a long-lost email from Murugan when he “suddenly” 
realizes that he “was very tired. He looked down and noticed that there was a mild tremor in his 
hand. His heart sank as he touched his forehead and cheek. They were hot and clammy: it felt 
like the start of one of his bouts of fever” (128). It is significant that Antar’s malarial relapse 
occurs as he turns from his own memories to the official archives to investigate Murugan’s 
disappearance; right when his memory fails, his somatic experiences of fever and delirium 
become a lens through which he must view the “official” sources he uncovers. In fact, the 
material remnants Ava “recovers” are already suspicious: Ava’s “search had yielded a few traces 
of Murugan’s lost E-mail message. But the signals were faint and possibly distorted. Ava had 
reconstructed a semblance of a narrative by running the retrieved fragments through a Storyline 
algorithm. But she was unable to vouch for the authenticity of the restored text” (128). As Antar 
listens to Ava’s resulting narrative, it is unclear how much of the record is “authentic,” what is 
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fabricated by the “Storyline algorithm,” and, most importantly, what connections are being 
drawn due to Antar’s own delirious state, reminding us that the Mangala’s conspiracy must be 
elucidated through embodied means rather than official archives. 
Following Antar’s malarial relapse, we are brought back to 1995 Calcutta, where 
Murugan, digging deeper into the conspiracy, also experiences a malarial relapse that connects 
him with Antar, as well as past subaltern figures and conspirators. In the throes of his malarial 
fever, Murugan first hallucinates that he is one of Ross’s test subjects:  
the mosquito net melted into a milky fog. He was floating outside it now, 
looking in, at people he knew […] even if through books and papers. 
And now he was […] one of them too, lying on a hard hospital charpoy, 
stripped, naked, watching the English doctor uncork a test tube full of 
mosquitoes into his net. In his fist he still clutched the coins he had been 
given. (156) 
Murugan’s malaria-induced hallucination first turns him into one of Ross’s reluctant test subjects 
who was paid to be infected malaria, somatically connecting him across the centuries to these 
forgotten figures who, unlike the “people he knew […] through books and papers” on the other 
side of the net, remain marginalized in official documents. His hallucination then morphs to 
connect him to the contemporary conspirators:  
He saw faces around his bed now […] faces he knew, or recognized, a 
gray-haired woman smiling through twinkling bifocals; a gap-toothed 
boy, grinning, circling the bed; an old man with tears in his eyes, peering 
at him in the darkness; a thin, young woman, holding hands with her 
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friend. They were […] waiting for him to sink into anaesthetized 
oblivion. (157)  
Here Murugan sees Mrs. Aratounian, the current iteration of Mangala, the “gap-toothed” boy 
who will become the new Laakan, Phulboni, and Urmila, who will be Mangala’s next iteration, 
holding hands with Sonali, who will also be inducted into the conspiracy. Malaria thus does not 
just create an affective kinship between characters through shared symptoms, but also connects 
them to other subaltern subjects from the past, present, and future through embodied experiences 
of fever and delirium. 
Malaria may be The Calcutta Chromosome’s primary focus, but syphilis remains a 
prominent, yet largely unexamined, specter in the novel, dramatizing the most pernicious effects 
of (post)colonial medicine. While syphilis is not given as thorough an account as malaria, 
Ghosh’s literal and figurative deployment of this disease is likewise strategic, working 
multidirectionally to link disparate histories of oppression, exclusion, and marginalization.17 
Since it first appeared in Europe, syphilis has been disproportionally deployed, both literally and 
figuratively, to stigmatize shifting undesirable populations, creating and reinforcing medical and 
cultural frameworks that determine how the present is framed and the past is remembered.18 
Syphilis has consistently been “attributed to dirty immigrants, immoral persons, or [other] racial 
groups,” to marginalize those populations while simultaneously reinforcing prevailing national 
                                               
17 Syphilis conjures multiple histories of medical abuse of subaltern and marginalized subjects, including unethical 
experimentation conducted by the United States’ Public Health Services in the Tuskegee Study and Guatemala 
during the 1920s-40s. Additionally, enforced migrant labor under colonial regimes led to the spread of syphilis in 
colonized populations. For more on syphilis in colonial contexts, see Jochelson. 
18 Syphilis was first documented during the Italian Wars in 1495 and from its outset, was always attributed to the 
“Other”; Italians called it the “French Disease” and conversely the French called it the “Neapolitan Disease” 
(Parascondola 2). This dynamic was solidified in 1526 when Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo y Valdes connected 
syphilis’s European appearance to the “discovery” of the New World in 1492, imaginatively linking the disease to 
indigenous Americans: “[B]laming foreigners for disease has been common practice throughout history […and] 
Placing blame on American Indians removed the stigma [of syphilis] from Europe entirely, assigning responsibility 
to an external ‘Other’” (Parascandola 5).  
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and cultural norms (qtd. in Parascondola np). Claude Quétel observes that of all the “social 
diseases” syphilis “has terrorized people the most, [and] has had the greatest influence on 
morality and literature,” “caus[ing] the most, and blackest, ink to flow,” a sentiment that Sontag 
reiterates when she writes that it is one of the “diseases most often used as metaphors for evil” 
because it “was thought to be not only a horrible disease but a demeaning, vulgar one, […] an 
infection that corrupts morally and debilitates physically” (2; Illness 59). Given its impact on the 
socio-political imagination, Karen Jochelson argues that syphilis is “a prism through which to 
examine anxieties about changing relations of gender, race and class in periods of social change 
and the way in which particular groups come to represent social disorder,” making it a 
particularly poignant lens through which to view (post)colonial power and mnemonic resistance 
in The Calcutta Chromosome (2).  
Ghosh draws upon the histories and social frameworks of syphilis to highlight the power 
of colonial archives to occlude the material effects of living with disease. As with subaltern 
experiences more generally, the glimpses we get of syphilis in the colonial archives are filtered 
through the eyes of medical experts as they dismiss and degrade (perceived) syphilitics. The 
clearest example of this is when Ross’s predecessor describes Mangala as “not all there” to his 
colleague, the reverend and clinician Elijah Farley, implying that she suffers from syphilis: “her 
mind’s been wasted—by disease, or licentiousness or who knows what” (147). Mangala is thus 
marked by the gendered and racialized connotations of the disease, describing her as “wasted” 
and “licentious” to ultimately question her (re)productive value. Later, Farley, with his 
“diagnostic sense, honed by months of practice in Barich,” stumbles across Mangala treating her 
devotees who he “instantly” recognizes are “in the last stages of syphilitic dementia” (149). 
Questions of Farley’s acquired medical mastery after “months” in a colonial clinic aside, he 
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describes one her devotees thusly: “It was a man, possibly young; possibly in middle age, it was 
impossible to tell, for the hooded face was ravaged beyond description, the eyes turned upward 
[…] the skin mottled, flecked with scabs, the teeth in the open, drooling mouth sloping toward 
the throat as though knocked backward” (149). Here, Farley dehumanizes and objectifies the 
man, referring to him as “it” while emphasizing his bodily decay by dissociating his body parts 
from his somatic whole: “the eyes,” “the teeth,” and “the skin.” This dehumanization is 
emblematic of colonial medicine’s power to exert control over “diseased” colonial subjects, as 
Marks argues: “the colonial context provides a particularly fertile ground for exploring the 
relationship of medicine and its discourses to issues of colonial power and control” (210). This 
reading of Mangala and her devotees reinforces Western biomedicine’s “major role both in 
making universalizing claims, and in creating and reproducing racial and gendered discourses of 
difference” that produced “naturalized and pathologized account of those subjects,” relegating 
the conspirators to the margins of society and history (Marks 210-211). 
 Frameworks established by colonial medicine continue to shape the cultural and 
ideological connotations of syphilis in the present, a legacy that becomes apparent later in the 
novel when Murugan hesitantly reveals to Urmila that he once had syphilis. At the revelation, 
“Urmila flinched, making an involuntary shrinking movement. Murugan turned on her, eyes 
narrowed. ‘You don’t have to worry,’ he said. ‘It’s not contagious: I was officially cured a long 
time ago.’ ‘I am sorry…” Urmila could not trust herself to say any more” (287). Murugan’s 
pausing reluctance to disclose his medical history and Urmila’s “flinching” reaction to his 
admission is the result of syphilis’ enduring imaginative legacy that marks sufferers as 
permanently contagious. Even though Urmila later recognizes that “syphilis is curable now, isn’t 
it?,” she still shies away from Murugan, unsure of how to react to him (288). Sontag describes 
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the impetus to shrink from people diagnosed with disease, especially one as morally degrading as 
syphilis, as a recognition of our own vulnerability: “what makes the viral assault so terrifying” 
she writes, “is that contamination, and therefore vulnerability, is understood as permanent” 
(AIDS 108). Even when cured or asymptomatic, disease continues to be a marker of 
contamination, a reminder of our own enduring precarity in the face of illness; our vulnerability 
in the face of the other is thus never more apparent than when confronted with our own 
susceptibility to contagion, where we recognize the spaces in which our bodies touch and are 
exposed to each other. Unlike the kinship that malaria fosters between Murugan and Antar, 
Urmila’s “involuntary shrinking movement” acknowledges her fear of contamination through 
touch, introducing a space between her and Murugan, a disconnection in their growing affinity 
that momentarily overcomes the social and material conditions that otherwise prime them for an 
affective attachment.  
Syphilis is a reminder of our mutual vulnerability, the ways in which contagion, the 
touching of bodies, can be dangerous; but rather than “shrink from” it, the text urges us to re-
envision contagion as a way to reimagine transnational and transcultural mnemonic connections 
based on embodied experiences and somatic memories. In fact, Murugan’s disclosure to Urmila 
upends the notion of diasporic origins as the basis of communal memories in the text; rather than 
positing the nation as an imaginative and mnemonic origin for the characters, I argue that it is 
disease that provides a new conception of origin that not only links characters, but also initiates 
their quest to uncover the conspiracy, a new form of affective belonging. In LifeWatch’s 
obituary for Murugan, the author posits that Murugan obsessively researched Ross’s malarial 
discovery because of his “biographical origin”: “The last crucial phase of Ronald Ross’s work 
was done in Calcutta, in the summer of 1898. Murugan was himself born in that city, although 
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left at an early age” (36). Here, Murugan’s childhood in Calcutta is hypothesized to be the 
driving force behind his research, when in reality it is something more. When Urmila asks him 
“What’s kept you at [uncovering the conspiracy] so long?” Murugan answers “‘It’s not me […]. 
It’s what’s inside me.’ ‘Do you mean malaria?’ ‘That too,’ said Murugan. […] There was a brief 
pause, and then in an undertone, Murugan said: ‘Syphilis’” (286-287). It is not Murugan’s 
birthplace that drives him to join the conspiracy, but his experience of living with multiple 
colonial diseases, the continual reemergence of malarial symptoms, the pain of hiding his 
syphilitic sores from his family, and most importantly, the “shame” he experiences when his 
condition becomes known and he must leave Calcutta that drives him to join the conspiracy 
(288). Antar’s early unbidden question, “Why are you so determined to go to Calcutta?” thus 
begins to makes sense; if malaria is the unspoken bond that connects the men, urging Antar to 
learn more about Murugan’s research, Murugan’s own search is fueled by his embodied 
experience of contracting both malaria and syphilis (51). It is thus the shared experience of living 
with disease that offers a new originary moment upon which to build new affective, imaginative, 
and mnemonic communities. 
“We Will Help You Across”: Metaphors of Disease as ‘Contagious Methodology’ 
 Disease becomes a literal mnemonic device when the novel culminates with the 
revelation that Mangala is mutating syphilis and malaria to create the “Calcutta chromosome,” a 
“technology for interpersonal transference,” where one’s consciousness is downloaded into 
another’s body (Ghosh 107). In drawing upon both the literal and figurative dimensions of these 
diseases, Ghosh appropriates and dislodges them from their (post)colonial contexts to perform 
new generative functions in the transmission of memory across individual subjects, as well as 
through the creation of new mnemonic communities. Murugan surmises that Mangala stumbled 
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across the “Calcutta chromosome,” as he calls it, when she notices strange side effects from 
curing syphilitics with malaria, where there “was a crossover of randomly assorted personality 
traits, from the malaria donor to the recipient […]. And once she saw this she became more and 
more invested in isolating this aspect of the treatment, so that she could control the ways in 
which these crossovers worked” (249). As Thrall notes, the technology of interpersonal 
transference, blurs fact and fiction, where the reader is “given at least quasi-scientific provenance 
in the novel as resulting from the transfer of a ‘biological equivalence of a soul’ found in 
malarial-affected DNA, the eponymous ‘Calcutta Chromosome,’” but in a sense, Ghosh’s point 
is to draw upon the mysterious holes in our biological knowledge of these diseases to create new 
alternative embodied histories of living with illness (297).19 Ultimately, the Calcutta 
chromosome, on a literal and figurative level, allows us to dwell momentarily in landscapes of 
difference, to imagine new embodied temporalities and ways of metaphorically transmitting 
migrating memories beyond the colonial archives to form new transcultural speculative futures 
amongst subaltern subjects.  
In its quasi-scientific basis, the Calcutta chromosome evokes the notion of metaphor, of 
“carrying” or “baring” something “across” a border. The first cryptic evocation of the Calcutta 
chromosome comes from Phulboni who describes the process of interpersonal transference as 
“crossing over,” stating that, “The time of the crossing is at hand” and mysteriously begs “to be 
taken across before my time runs out” (32). While we are never certain exactly what this 
“crossing” entails, Murugan initially describes the Calcutta chromosome as a migration from 
                                               
19 Murugan describes the plausibility of the Calcutta chromosome by highlighting our incomplete knowledge of 
these disease pathologies and their somatic effects: “the malaria bug, because of its recombinatory powers, can 
actually digest bits of DNA by splitting up and redistributing it. Then, when it’s reintroduced in a patient whose 
blood/brain barrier’s been made spongy [from syphilis], perhaps it can carry the information back and make some 
tiny little rewirings in the host’s wetware” (251-252).  
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body to body, where one can begin anew: “Now what would you say […] if all that information 
could be transmitted chromosomally, from body to body? […] Just think, a fresh start: when 
your body fails you, you leave it, you migrate […] you begin all over again, another body, 
another beginning” (108, emphasis mine). The Calcutta chromosome is a literal rendering of a 
figurative process; in mutating and hybridizing colonial diseases to create a mode of mnemonic 
transmission, or “migration,” between bodies, Ghosh evokes the idea of a metaphor where there 
is a literal “crossing over” to convey meaning, only here bodily and somatic borders are 
transcended, connecting people through shared symptoms and shared experiences. In other 
words, it is through contagion, the touching and permeating of bodies that memories are 
transmitted between people and new collectives are formed. At the end of the novel, Antar, still 
in the throes of his malarial fever hears “voices” surround him, inducting him into the 
conspiracy: “There were voices everywhere now, […] it was as though a crowd of people was in 
the room with him. They were saying: ‘We’re with you; you’re not alone; we’ll help you across.’ 
He sat back and sighed like he hadn’t sighed in years” (311). Ultimately, contagion unites Antar 
with the subaltern conspiracy on multiple levels: through his malarial fever and delirium he 
becomes surrounded by the voices of conspirators, past and present, and most importantly, it is 
because of his embodied experiences that he can take on the memories of the group, learning 
what the official archives fail to record. 
The Calcutta Chromosome thus allows readers a glimpse of alternative methods of living 
with and dwelling in non-normative landscapes of illness, where time, space, and subjectivities 
are blurred. “Through the object of the Calcutta chromosome,” Nelson ultimately argues, 
“malaria,” and I would add, syphilis, are “redefined, seen not as a scourge but as an awesome if 
unpredictable ally. We are not left without power” (257). The “power” of the Calcutta 
 
 195 
chromosome, then, is as an alternative embodied archive that literally and figuratively subverts 
colonial medical narratives, where memories are transmitted beyond normative frameworks and 
against the hegemonic constructs of disease. But we are constantly reminded of the precarity of 
such an archive: The Calcutta Chromosome only provides readers with glimpses of the subaltern 
lives, where “selected clues” are left “to draw […] the attention of a couple of chosen people,” 
and these clues are never quite completely reconciled for the reader (Ghosh 218). We are thus 
left without a full accounting of the destinies of these characters, their histories and futures, and, 
given the omissions in the colonial record, we are left to wonder how successful their endeavors 
will be as they cross over to their next bodies, the next chapter of the conspiracy. 
 “Traffic Across the Border Between the Known and Unknown”: Digital Contagion 
Hari Kunzru’s Transmission 
 Whereas The Calcutta Chromosome is primarily concerned with critiquing the socio-
cultural frameworks of disease as they produce historical narratives within colonial and emergent 
postcolonial medical institutions, Kunzru’s Transmission rethinks the imaginative dimensions of 
contagion and containment in our increasingly globalized and digitized age. While The Calcutta 
Chromosome’s speculative future gestures towards a dystopian vision of invasive digital 
surveillance of subaltern subjects, Transmission further critiques contemporary systems of 
postcolonial state securitization by satirizing contagious metaphors as they become attached to 
migrant bodies, especially in the uneasy wake of September 11, 2001. As such, the colonial and 
postcolonial medical institutions outlined in Ghosh’s text that aimed to take possession of lands 
and bodies are replaced in Kunzru’s novel by mechanisms and discourses of health that solidify 
national identity and the state’s security in times of global uncertainty. Tracing contagious 
metaphors from The Calcutta Chromosome to Transmission, then, echoes Anderson’s assertion 
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that colonial health discourses initially “provided a vocabulary for talking about a territory and a 
means for taking imaginative possession of it,” only to give way to postcolonial discourses that 
“created a syntax for social citizenship and a means for living up to it” (Cultivation 255). Rather 
than posit contagion as an embodied process of preserving and transmitting subaltern memories 
against the archival grain of colonial and postcolonial institutions, Transmission nuances The 
Calcutta Chromosome’s earlier depiction of contagion through the symbol of the computer virus. 
The computer virus is depicted as a destabilizing force that disrupts the flow of information 
networks, introducing “noise” within the “signal,” the system of transmission, a disruption that 
allows for a multiplicity of precarious histories and conditions to come to the fore. Ultimately, 
Transmission emphasizes the impossibility for any subject, migrant or otherwise, to conform to 
increasingly narrowed definitions of health and proper citizenship in our contemporary moment 
by exposing each character’s underlying precarity, a process that unites seemingly disparate 
subjects in the novel to create new networks of multidirectional affiliation based on their shared 
precarious conditions. 
As with The Calcutta Chromosome, Transmission has a complex plot structure that 
alternates between multiple characters and geographies to emphasize how precarity cuts across 
different racial groups, class statuses, and nationalities under neoliberal globalization and the 
increased securitization resulting from the post-September 11 War-on-Terror. The novel initially 
focuses on Arjun Mehta, an Indian IT worker and H-1B visa holder who comes to America to 
attain a transnationally inflected American dream, only to find himself hired out as a contractor, 
a new form of exploitive migrant labor in the global economy.20 After months “on the bench” 
                                               
20 In Transnational America, Inderpal Grewal finds that images of American consumerism circulate transnationally 
through multiple channels, sticking and combining with other cultures to produce new transnational identities. 
According to Grewal, “The ‘American dream’ was a search for a future in which the desire for consumption, for 
liberal citizenship, and for work came together to produce a specific subject of migration” (5). Fueled by the 
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waiting for employment, Arjun finds moderate success once he is subcontracted out to 
Virugenix, an anti-virus software company (38). Unfortunately, Arjun is soon laid off, and in a 
desperate attempt to keep his job, he creates and releases a computer virus so he can cure it and 
emerge a hero at work (38). However, the virus quickly spreads, causing global chaos that 
connects Arjun with the novel’s other characters. Contrasted with Arjun’s limited employment 
and mobility throughout the novel is Guy Swift, an English advertising executive and “paper 
millionaire,” who luxuriously travels the globe making mostly unsuccessful pitches to various 
international corporations (11). Later, Guy’s girlfriend, Gabriella Caro, a public relations liaison, 
assumes a larger narrative role when she travels to the Scottish set of Leela Zahir’s latest 
Bollywood film to manage the fallout of Arjun’s virus, which uses a meme of the actress dancing 
as its signature. The novel concludes months after the virus causes technological disruption and 
attempts to reconstruct the various disappearances of Arjun, Guy, and Leela, all of which 
occurred at the height of the global instability caused by the Leela virus, demonstrating their 
ultimate precarity despite their respective citizenship, socio-economic, and celebrity statuses. 
As its title implies, Transmission is fundamentally about the diffusion of information and 
memories, as well as, paradoxically, the contagions that disrupt these very networks of 
transmission. However, contagion as it is depicted in the novel does not simply produce chaos 
and breakdowns in established information systems, it also creates new pathways, new ways of 
understanding the power dynamics of the present, of remembering the past and envisioning the 
future. I argue that the novel uses the metaphor of contagion as a means of identity formation 
                                               
availability of H-1B visas, educated “English-speaking, middle- and upper-class Indian immigrants were seen as 
highly desirable ‘tech workers’” and migrated to America to pursue their version of a transnational ‘American 
dream’ (7). This resulted in a complex hybridized identity, where an “H-1B visa holder may not have called himself 
an American, [but] he certainly participated in the discourse of the American dream while simultaneously seeing 
himself as an Indian national” (5). This transnational identity can be seen in the novel’s depiction of Arjun’s detailed 
consumerist identity, which blends American and Indian fantasies of the “good life,” where Bollywood scenarios 
combine with Arjun’s “prime daydream location,” a media-saturated Silicon Valley (Kunzru 22).  
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that transcends national and cultural borders by first exploring the multiple valences of the 
computer virus. The virus dramatizes contemporary postcolonial and post-September 11 
anxieties about national belonging, evoking overlapping histories of colonialization, 
securitization, detention, and ever-evolving anti-immigrant sentiments. Additionally, by 
destabilizing the established order of communication networks, the virus also allows for the 
creation of multidirectional possibilities based upon histories of contagion and containment, 
exposing the impossibility of each character to live up to the shifting expectations of “healthy” 
and productive citizenship. The computer virus thus demonstrations that all characters, no matter 
their subject position or perceived privilege, are fundamentally “in transit,” precariously 
migrating through systems of neoliberal globalization and increased securitization, a condition 
that leads to multiple characters’ disappearances at the end of the novel. As the virus travels 
across world systems, erasing digital memory and destabilizing official narratives in the process, 
it ultimately creates a caesura, allowing multidirectional political coalitions to be forged amongst 
seemingly disparate populations, filling the gaps in the public record. Counter-memory 
transmission in the novel, then, is not about doing “the best one can” within a system of “signal” 
and “noise,” but about exploiting the gaps between what is “known” and what is “unknown” to 
communicate precarious conditions in uncertain times (253). 
“What Kind of Dirtiness Are You Talking?”: The Multivalent Virus  
By design, the symbol of the computer virus in Transmission takes on a multiplicity of 
meanings in order to connect various histories, metaphorical valences, and contemporary 
political agendas across time and space. Once the Leela virus is released, we are told “that Leela 
was not one thing. She was not even a set or a group or a family. She was a swarm, a horde” 
(107). The virus and the image of the actress it appropriates take on multivalent biological, 
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technological, and socio-cultural connotations, a multiplicity that is apparent when Leela Zahir’s 
computer illiterate mother learns of her daughter’s viral appropriation and newfound global 
infamy. As a “five-second loop” of Leela’s “holi dance in Naughty Naughty, Lovely Lovely” 
plays on computer screens around the world, Mrs. Zahir initially mistakes the Leela Virus as a 
biological contagion, explosively bemoaning, “A virus? […] Bahen-chod! What kind of dirtiness 
are you talking? My daughter infected who?” (134, 133).21 Mrs. Zahir’s reaction to her 
daughter’s viral status represents the proliferation of contagious metaphors in our cultural 
imaginary, but mainly it emphasizes that a “virus” is often synonymous with “dirtiness,” 
manifesting in this case as Mrs. Zahir’s rejection of any insinuation that her daughter is sexually 
promiscuous. “It took some hours” we are told, “before Mrs. Zahir could be made to understand 
all this business of computer diseases. Such nastiness! Such complication!” thereby linking this 
digital contagion to its biological precursors (133). As the face of Arjun’s worm,22 Leela’s image 
circulates with an unforeseen rapidity, becoming unmoored from the world of Bollywood cinema 
to preoccupy daily international news cycles in an early form of what is now considering “going 
viral,” where virtual artifacts spread across the internet.23 In addition to Leela taking on multiple 
significations in uncharted global territory, the virus is alternatively viewed as a promotional 
                                               
21 Leela’s mother’s preoccupation with her daughter’s perceived “dirtiness” is comically undermined by her use of 
the Bengali expletive “bahen-chod,” which translates to “sister fucker.” 
22 Technically, the “Leela Virus” is a “worm” because it infects entire networks, not just a single computer or file. A 
worm divines its names from the path it takes through a computer network, which can be retroactively traced from 
computer to computer, making it a potent epidemiological allegory. When recounted in historical terms, the program 
is correctly defined as a “worm”: “The worm that became known as Leela02 […] was first reported on the afternoon 
of June 13 in the Philippines, where network traffic slowed to a crawl as ever-proliferating copies of the organism 
scanned for new machines to infect” (144). Otherwise the program is described as a “virus” to exploit its figurative 
and symbolic dimensions, connecting it to histories of contagion as well as emerging notions of “going viral.” 
23 Viral videos started spreading on the internet in the mid-1990s through GIFs, small video files that could be easily 
downloaded on dial-up internet connections, though viral videos and stories have a longer history of VHS 
distribution (Brown np). When Transmission was published, GIFs were still the predominant form of viral media, 
which is why the Leela Virus uses a GIF of the actress’s holi dance. The novel also seems to presage the ascendency 
of the “Internet meme,” where videos and images are disassociated from their original contexts and applied to new, 




movie stunt gone awry, an act of digital piracy, a terrorist attack on global infrastructure, and a 
feat of programming genius, a “revolution in code,” all demonstrating that the program also takes 
on different meanings in different contexts (267). As the virus spreads, one thing becomes clear 
to Mrs. Zahir: she must regain control of her daughter’s copyrighted image and the “goondas” 
either “inland or phoren [sic]” who released the virus must be stopped (133-134). Despite her 
use of provincial vernacular here, Mrs. Zahir demonstrates an acute understanding of the global 
implications of her daughter’s viral appropriation, where anyone, from India or abroad, can take 
Leela’s image, attach it to a pernicious program, and circulate it without permission across 
national and cultural boundaries. No matter how it is interpreted, however, the virus expresses 
anxieties about living in a globalized world where information, capital, and people continually 
migrate, blurring the lines of interior and exterior, domestic and international, inland and phoren. 
Whereas medicinal practices and discourses in The Calcutta Chromosome were 
predominantly directed from the metropole out to the colonies, Transmission depicts the 
inevitable culmination of healthcare institutions and policies as they evolve and are redirected 
inward to consolidate definitions of civil citizenship against the threat of foreign contamination. 
Nicholas King describes the shift from colonial to postcolonial preoccupations with health and 
illness as a fear of immigration and cultural change initiated from the periphery: “While colonial 
anxieties revolved around fears of contamination as certain […white] bodies moved into 
vulnerable places and faced novel contaminating environments, […] postcolonial anxiety 
revolves around the contamination of space itself by mobile bodies and motile environments” 
(773). While colonial medicine was primarily concerned with maintaining physical and 
imaginative control of colonized lands and populations, of preserving overseas territoriality, 
these priorities shifted to address the postcolonial influx of migration into the metropole, where 
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metaphors of disease became attached to minority and immigrant bodies as a way to exclude 
certain populations and assimilate others. Accordingly, King argues, “Colonial and postcolonial 
[medical] ideologies are coincident and deeply entangled,” but “the postcolonial agenda has 
integration as its goal and its dominant metaphor,” and when integration is impossible, material 
and figurative deployments of containment and expulsion take its place (782). Thus, colonial 
health measures were modified to reinforce borders and insulate the state from perceived foreign 
threats while also working within the aegis of the state to dictate biopolitical modes of “healthy” 
citizenship. Most importantly, these health policies express larger anxieties about living in a 
globalized world, where “motile environments” lead to a fear of a “third-worlding at home” 
(773). Emerging from colonial practices, the postcolonial pathologizing of immigrant and 
minority populations attempts to maintain the nation’s cultural hegemony, especially under the 
decentralizing processes of neoliberal globalization, which result in exclusionary policies that 
create normative notions of “healthy” and productive citizenship against “diseased” immigrant 
Others. 
These disease discourses are visible in Transmission long before we are introduced to the 
Leela virus. Health and illness are relative terms throughout the novel, demonstrating the 
slippage between productive forms of citizenship and pathological Otherness that Arjun as a 
recent arrival must navigate in America. As Pei-Chen Liao correctly observes, Arjun is subjected 
to “racial discrimination” once he enters the United States from Sherry, Databodies’s personnel 
liaison manager, who looks upon these migrant contractors with thinly veiled disdain (78). But 
Sherry’s interactions with Arjun and his fellow migrant IT workers are more than “racial 
discrimination,” her perceptions and actions reproduce earlier colonial visions of contagion and 
quarantine. Sherry gives what the NRI contractors consider a condescending “‘Mother-Teresa-
 
 202 
among-the-lepers’ smile,” a false front that symbolically reenacts colonialism’s insidiously 
“benevolent” medical gaze that satirically exposes America’s underlying racism that marks these 
men as dangerously and infectiously Other (Kunzru 38). Later, one of Arjun’s fellow workers 
observes that when Sherry “looks at us […] she sees a bunch of starving coolies,” thereby 
linking their current precarious position as contingent contactors to longer histories of enforced 
colonial labor practices (Kunzru 42). Sherry’s “exuded […] contempt” for the men under her 
care also evokes colonial notions of contamination, where she travels to their shared company 
house located in a “‘low income area’” of the Bay Area near “the drone of traffic from Highway 
101” where “listless young black and Latino men played bass-heavy music” and a “hydrocarbon 
stink lay heavy in the air,” a literal rendering of a “third-worlding at home” (Kunzru 42, 41). In 
depicting Sherry as a white woman traveling from her middle-class comfort zone (“middle-class” 
being a shorthand for “white,” Arjun quickly learns), to this “low income area” populated by 
ethnic minorities, Kunzru symbolically reproduces older colonial dynamics, where white bodies 
precariously traveled to “foreign” and contagious lands (Kunzru 41). However, Sherry is not 
traveling to the tropics, but venturing into America’s urban interior, thereby equating colonial 
anxieties with postcolonial anti-immigrant sentiments that quarantine potentially dangerous and 
contagious bodies to undesirable and uninhabitable locations within the metropole. Liao 
reaffirms that leprosy “can be read not only metaphorically but literally” here as “anti-immigrant 
advocates” argue that “the ‘influx of illegal aliens,’ [is] making the US ‘a leper colony,’” 
expressing the fear that “unhealthy” and unproductive migrant communities are diminishing the 
nation’s overall perceived economic and political health on a global stage (79). Sherry’s 
contempt for the South Asian workers thus reflects the longer history of disease metaphors that 
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juxtapose minority and immigrant Otherness against “healthy” and productive notions of 
citizenship, relegating these migrating subjects to the margins of society. 
Tracing discourses of contagion as they have been historically applied to formerly 
colonized and immigrant populations, then, illuminates how social constructions of medicine and 
health have been deployed as modes of social control, simultaneously enacting policies of 
exclusion and quarantine as well as assimilation into normative notions of citizenship. In the 
1990s, Alan Kraut coined the term “medicalized nativism” to describe how “immigrants have 
often been despised and feared as harbingers of disease, debility, or even death to the native-
born,” perceptions that have shaped much of America’s ongoing interaction with cultural Others 
over the past two centuries (2-3). To this effect, King observes that America’s “public [health] 
measures focused on preventing the importation of infectious disease into the country,” which 
specifically located disease as a primarily foreign entity (765). As a result, the “use of isolation 
and quarantine was widespread during the late 19th and 20th centuries” to combat the “significant 
social and demographic change, urbanization, industrialization, revolutions in transportation, and 
immigration” that defined this period (765). Facing increased mobility from the periphery, 
American health policies sought to maintain the status quo; while ostensibly concerned with the 
health of individuals, such policies often materialized larger socio-cultural anxieties regarding 
the changing socio-economic and political status of the state. King notes that exclusionary 
policies often provided “‘a medical rationale to isolate and stigmatize social groups reviled for 
other reasons,’ particularly immigrants and racial and ethnic minorities that personified 
frightening social change,” either excluding them from the nation entirely, or segregating them 
from the mainstream population (qtd. in King 765). Kraut affirms that “medicalized nativism” 
reifies “preexisting nativist prejudices,” mobilizing medical discourses, measures, and 
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technologies as “justification for excluding members of a particular group” (2). Additionally, 
Jonathan Xavier Inda argues that “populations most often stigmatized as pathological are those 
that are physically different from the mainstream, ‘white’ population,” which as Wald confirms, 
marks certain “unhealthy” populations as culturally unassimilable and undesirable: “disease is 
associated with dangerous practices and behaviors that allegedly mark intrinsic cultural 
difference, and it expresses the destructive transformative power of the group” (46; 8). Disease 
has thus been displaced onto immigrant bodies to justify exclusionary health policies that in turn 
express concerns over endemic cultural, political, and economic uncertainties. Most importantly, 
these policies also dictate the terms of cultural assimilation based on notions of “proper” health; 
those who do not meet these normative notions risk expulsion, either through quarantine and 
deportation, or, in the case of Arjun and the other Databodies contractors, segregation in an 
undesirable urban neighborhood. 
 Discourses of illness and contagion, medicine and health, have thus been formative to 
the construction of civil citizenship, providing frameworks through which immigrants navigate 
complex notions of belonging and cultural identity in their adopted countries. What is more, as 
physical borders became more difficult for the state to reinforce under globalization and the 
ongoing War-on-Terror, medicine and health policies became an additional site of securitization 
and surveillance, disciplining immigrant bodies for assimilation into the state. However, 
Transmission demonstrates that as with other state and geopolitical security apparatuses, health 
policies reveal themselves to be socially created constructs, crafting idealized forms of civil 
citizenship that are constantly shifting, making it difficult for any subject, migrant or otherwise, 
to conform to societal norms and expectations. As a result, discourses of health and illness are 
always subjective in the novel, providing moving targets that ultimately reveal each character’s 
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respective precarity as they attempt to live up to unattainable societal standards of healthy living. 
It is thus important to explore how discourses of health and illness are depicted throughout the 
novel, especially as they transform non-normative understandings of disease into normative 
landscapes of civil belonging and economic productivity. Upon closer inspection, it becomes 
clear that societal codes for what is deemed to be “healthy” and what is deemed “unhealthy” is 
always changing, making it especially difficult for a recent arrival such as Arjun to navigate the 
evolving cultural expectations of his host nation, a fact that potentially holds dire material 
consequences for those not socialized to navigate these mutable frameworks. 
 Later in the novel we learn that disease is not always a marker of socio-cultural disdain 
and that certain diseases are seen as productive and even economically salubrious. While at 
Virugenix, an online quiz, “How Aspergers [sic] Are You?,” makes the rounds through the 
company’s email (55). The quiz includes the following questions, mixing serious diagnostic 
criteria with levity: “Do you meet people’s eyes when you talk to them? Do you find it difficult 
to develop or maintain relationships? Do you excel at detailed logical tasks? [… and] Are you or 
have ever been employed as an engineer?” (55-56). It is clear that while the quiz evokes specific 
symptoms of Asperger’s Syndrome, it is meant to be an inside joke that builds camaraderie 
amongst a group of socially-awkward IT programmers. However, this humor is lost on Arjun 
whose primarily response to the quiz is dismay: “Aspergers [sic] syndrome was a bad thing, a 
disease. Yet as he filled in his answers, Arjun realized that this profile fit the majority of people 
in the AV group, possibly including himself. He was obsessive. He liked repetition. He hated 
ambiguity. Change could be a problem. Was he ill?” (56). While Arjun takes the quiz as a literal 
diagnostic tool and worries about his health, his coworkers have the opposite response:  
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at Virugenix (unlike most workplaces, where being diagnosed with a 
neurological disorder might be a cause for concern), Aspergers [sic] was 
a badge of honor. E-mails pointed out the mild AS is associated with 
extremely high IQ scores, that AS sufferers are often brilliant 
programmers, and that Bill Gates (who […] happened to be a billionaire) 
was proof that high-function autists were superior to the common herd. 
(56) 
Unlike the earlier example of leprosy, which attaches itself to minority and immigrant 
populations, Asperger’s is viewed as economically desirable, where one’s “own special cocktail 
of dysfunctional personality traits [could be] causally connected to professional brilliance” (56). 
Asperger’s, then, is not a marker of unhealthy Otherness in this context, nor does it express a 
constellation of larger cultural anxieties that become displaced on marginalized subjects; rather, 
the syndrome is embraced by Virugenix employees as an indicator of success and upward 
mobility. In fact, because Asperger’s Syndrome is perceived as conducive to economic 
productivity, it is embraced as compatible with, and even superior to, normative modes of 
“healthy” citizenship.24 
Further solidifying its symbolically salubrious status, Asperger’s becomes a “badge of 
honor” amongst Virugenix workers, forging connections between what would otherwise be 
                                               
24 Even though the novel performs a recuperation of Asperger’s Syndrome as a form of healthy and productive 
citizenship, this has not always been the case. As Herwig Czech recently discovered, Hans Asperger, who the 
syndrome is named after, was a Nazi sympathizer and participated in the Third Reich’s “euthanasia programme 
[sic]” that supported “the concept of racial hygiene by deeming certain children unworthy to live” (Connolly np). 
While the syndrome was named after Asperger in 1981 by Dr. Lorna Wing who “was unaware of Hans Asperger’s 
[…] support of the Nazi programme [sic] of compulsory sterilization and euthanasia,” the link between the 
syndrome and the recently uncovered eugenic practices of Hans Asperger demonstrates that the socio-cultural 
frameworks of disease are in constant flux and have real material consequences for people suffering from a variety 
of illnesses (Connolly np). Arjun’s concern about being diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome and its negative 
effects is thus entirely justified and in line with the historical origins of the syndrome. 
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socially isolated individuals. While it seems paradoxical that Asperger’s Syndrome would create 
new affective collectivities, given that it often hinders one’s ability to “develop and maintain 
relationships,” the novel emphasizes how perceptions of the disorder create unlikely, yet often 
competitive, alliances, where Virugenix employees try to one up each other by bragging about 
their own socially awkward quirks that define them as more likely to have Asperger’s, and thus 
more productive, than others. Soon after the quiz circulates, “someone mailed to say that he had 
always suspected ‘people like us’ were wired differently than ‘people like them,’” a fact that 
makes “high fuction[ing] autists were superior to the common herd” (56). The quiz’s unofficial 
and comical diagnoses clearly create a shared identity across the company, reinforcing an “us” 
versus “them” mentality; however, this incorporation of Asperger’s into normative notions of 
“healthy” citizenship is no consolation to Arjun, who still obsessively asks himself, “at what 
point should one consider oneself abnormal?” (57). Already Arjun senses his precarious position 
and rather than embrace his own personal eccentricities as economically beneficial and inclusive, 
he presciently senses that his association with the syndrome may one day be turned against him, 
further marking as an “abnormal” outsider.  
Unfortunately, Arjun’s premonition comes to fruition after he is laid off from Virugenix 
and is no longer seen as a productive employee. Once he is officially let go, Arjun becomes an 
almost threatening non-entity, where “his colleagues [start…] pretending not to watch him, 
peering slyly around their cubicle walls” to surveil his movements (93). Later, we learn that 
“since he had lost his job he was no longer a real person, already fading into memory” (119). 
Even when he is able to prove his value and provide the patch for the Leela Virus, his boss, 
Darryl, takes the credit, further relegating Arjun to the margins within the company’s hierarchy. 
Arjun confronts Darryl, only to be further dismissed and marked as “pathological” by trespassing 
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in Darryl’s office: “You did this yesterday, too, this walking in. Do you—I don’t now—have a 
problem with boundaries? Do you maybe have a condition? This is a compulsion, right? 
Compulsive boundary transgression syndrome” (142). Only after Arjun’s productive value is 
exhausted at Virugenix and his “slave visa” is terminated does his migrant status and social 
awkwardness become a dangerous marker of difference and borders are erected to keep him out 
(62). While his migrant status was once desirable, allowing Virugenix to pay him “a fraction of 
what it would cost Darryl to hire an American engineer,” it is now a pathological and possibly 
contagious condition (62). Furthermore, Arjun’s supposed “condition” or “syndrome” is tied to 
his migrant identity, where the crossing of forbidden boundaries into Darryl’s office forces his 
boss to put “in place COMPRHENSIVE personal security measures” to keep Arjun out (62, 94). 
Thus, the novel presents a double standard when it comes to disease: some illnesses are 
envisioned as paths to upward mobility and communal connection while others are met with 
exclusion, quarantine, and increased securitization, even on a symbolic corporate level. We thus 
get vastly different normative views of “healthy” and productive citizenship against pathological 
forms of “unhealthy” and unproductive Otherness. 
Even though Arjun promptly provides the patch to cure the Leela virus, it is important to 
understand why the novel deploys the symbol of the computer virus in the first place. While The 
Calcutta Chromosome used figurative representations of malaria and syphilis, real biological and 
colonial diseases, to bring seemingly disparate subaltern populations together, I argue that 
Transmission does the same with the computer virus. Despite its digital nature, the computer 
virus is imaginatively and tangibly tied to the historical dynamics of biological contagions and 
conceptions of health, links that the novel ultimately makes clear. While the computer virus may 
be a recent iteration of contagion in our contemporary digital era, Jussi Parikka argues that such 
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programs are but “the latest occurrences in the history of diseases,” where, as with other 
biological contaminants before them, they are seen as “a disruption to the everyday logic and 
rhythm of the social order, a catastrophe” (2, 7). These programs are thus ideologically and 
imaginatively tied to their biological precursors in that they expose connections between older 
(post)colonial modes of medicinal containment to the monitoring of contemporary digitized 
networks. By the mid-1980s, such programs were finally perceived as a threat to a society that 
had become increasingly dependent on technologically networked systems, as Parikka argues: 
“more than ever, a single technological accident, a computer virus or a bug, could wipe out 
major parts of Western cultural memory” posing “threats to national security, international 
commerce, and the private user” (7). At that cultural moment when connectivity was becoming 
not only ubiquitous, but also necessary for the stability of global systems of capitalism and 
national security, “Viruses and worms were no longer just self-spreading programs with which to 
test the coming age of network society; they were charged with a plethora of meanings, 
connotations, and articulations drawn from discourses of disease and disease control, crime, and 
international politics” (8).25 As computer viruses began to have a tangible impact on the 
everyday lives of citizens, digital contagions began to take on a multiplicity of malevolent 
meanings, where the language and articulations of biological contagions were transposed onto 
their digital counterparts so that the public could understand these new threatening programs 
through metaphorical and figurative reductions. Parikka confirms that since 1988, computer 
viruses have been tied “to the general medicalization of Western culture,” where imaginatively 
these programs became infected with other disease discourses that were circulating at the time, 
                                               
25 Parikka argues that starting between “1985-1986 computer viruses reached the public consciousness [and were…] 
being described as threats,” however he pinpoints the 1988 release of the Morris Worm as the moment when 
perceptions of computer viruses solidified (7). Where once these programs were seen as ways to test network 
systems, the Morris Worm highlighted the vulnerability of an increasingly interconnected technological society.  
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especially the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) (8).26 According to Parikka, in the 1988 
Time magazine article, “Invasion of the Data Snatchers,” computer “viruses are depicted as 
information disease reaching epidemic proportions. As the sexual revolution encouraged AIDS, 
it is hinted, so the open sharing of software exposed the body digital to novel diseases of 
communication” and by making this comparison, “the article tapped into a specific American 
context of fears of national and individual bodily invasion” (qtd. in Parikka 78). Computer 
viruses thus became deeply intertwined with postcolonial medical discourses that dramatize the 
susceptibility of the body (politic) to infection. Thus, digital contagions expose and express 
similar constellations of power and postcolonial anxieties as their biological precedents. 
The panic that surrounds the spread of the Leela virus is emblematic of the emergent fear 
of computer contagions Parikka outlines. Despite Arjun’s patch, the Leela virus is depicted as 
quickly spiraling out of control, mutating to further destabilize various technological networks 
around the world: “As Leela02 died down and samples of Leela09 started to hit […] the effect 
was cumulative, an accretion of frustration, a furring of the global arteries […causing 
b]reakdowns, closures, suspensions, and delays” (164). However, just as computer viruses can be 
seen as disruptors to the global information networks, Parikka argues that they can also highlight 
networks of connection. “Diseases” Parikka writes, “are symptomatic of the ways cultures 
interact. They reveal paths of communication and commerce, of interaction and cultural 
hierarchies, which form the networks of society […]. Diseases expose” (1-2). The virus thus 
makes visible the mostly invisible nodes of transmission, the methods of touch that connects 
                                               
26 In fact, Richard Brock, in his article, “An ‘Onerous Citizenship’: Globalization, Cultural Flows and the 
HIV/AIDS Pandemic in Hari Kunzru’s Transmission,” specifically sees the novel’s depiction of the computer virus 
as an allegory for the HIV/AIDS epidemic. Brock argues that the novel conceptualizes the dangers of envisioning a 
purely “postnational, transcultural world” by “providing a lens through which global responses to the pandemic are 
invoked and satirized” (380, 379). 
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seemingly disparate points across the globe. Additionally, the virus connects by infecting various 
scales of the interconnected global network, form the local, to the national, and finally to the 
transnational exchange made possible by international communication systems, creating 
disruptions, both visible and invisible. When the virus first reaches critical mass, Virugenix starts 
receiving reports of disruptions from seemingly disparate and remote parts of the world. Arjun is 
told: “Man, it’s the real thing [… i]n the last ten minutes we got five different samples from like 
three places in East Asia[.] Customer support just took a call from a guy in Auckland […] in 
New Zealand [… who] had to shut down his whole network, I mean like everything” (121). 
Confronted with these early seemingly isolated and geographically distant disruptions, Arjun 
starts to understand the larger implications of his actions: “A little needle of fear made its way up 
through Arjun’s tired brain. Shutting down a whole company. That was serious” (121). 
Unfortunately, this is just the beginning of Leela’s destructive potential and we later learn that 
the virus was “an informational disaster, a holocaust of bits. A number of major networks 
dealing with such things as mobile telephony, airline reservations, transatlantic e-mail traffic and 
automated teller machines went down simultaneously. […] Do you know anyone who Leela did 
not touch in some way?” (254). As the Leela Virus spreads globally, she “touches” everyone, 
destroying existing networks and digital memory while simultaneously forging new connections 
through her chaotic restructuring of information systems. The Leela Virus thus highlights the 
ways in which we are both visibly and invisibly connected to each other through technological 
systems and structures of power while also exposing how tenuous these points of contact are in 
our increasingly digitized world. 
Reading deeper into Arjun’s fascination with computer viruses, we can indeed see that 
his original driving purpose for creating and releasing the virus is a complex reclaiming of 
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agency through the symbol of contagion. When we learn more about his long-running fascination 
with computer viruses, we find that the virus is not simply an effort to regain his job and live out 
a Bollywood fantasy in front of coworkers, of coming up with an “elegant solution” that would 
lead to “excitement and gratitude. Backslapping. Speeches,” but an attempt to come into contact 
with others, to “touch” them and “be touched in return” (Kunzru 137, 104, 85). As an adolescent, 
Arjun encounters his first computer virus introduced through a floppy disk that completely erases 
the data stored to his hard drive. After shutting down and reformatting his entire system, Arjun 
learns all he can about the pernicious program, getting ahold of “code samples, which he studied 
like religious texts” (102). Once he gains stable access to the Internet in college, Arjun joins 
online message boards where hackers exchange code, further enhancing his programming skills. 
In this underground world, “exchange was everything. If you didn’t give, you didn’t get” and 
soon Arjun “became something of a star,” we learn (102-103). Even though “the Internet had 
brought computer viruses into their own […] now that files could be sent over phone lines” and 
“malicious code flared up like a rash on the computing body of the world, causing itching and 
discomfort to [the] public,” Arjun does not necessarily see these programs as inherent threats 
(103). Rather Arjun’s fascination with computer viruses “was all about Romance. Pyaar. Being 
the hero” and “getting the girl,” a strange view of programs that otherwise produce anxieties to a 
“public educated by science fiction and the Cold War to regard the convergence of machines and 
biology with uneasy reverence” (103).27 Arjun thus sees these contagions as a way to achieve his 
sought-after happy ending, a recreation of his Bollywood fantasies of heroism, which for 
someone as awkward as Arjun, is the closest he can come to “Romance.” What he ultimately 
seeks, then, is “touch” and “love” which “was the price of touch” (103-104). As with biological 
                                               
27 Pyaar is Hindi for “love.” 
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diseases, Arjun envisions computer viruses as exposing the ways in which humans interact and 
bodies come into contact with each other, an interpersonal phenomenon that otherwise mystifies 
the socially isolated teen.  
Unfortunately, Arjun’s romantic view of computer contagions is at odds with a larger 
public that perceives these programs as an inherent threat, a “rash” that disrupts the usual odering 
of the world. As Parikka argues, “although it had been totally acceptable in the 1960s that 
pioneering computer professionals were hacking and investigating computer systems, the 
situation had changed [by the 1980s]. Society, and increasingly also the business world, had 
become dependent on computers in general” and any disruption to these systems became 
synonymous with criminal acts (83). By 1988, Parikka observes, “the official reaction towards 
hackerism and computer crime was harsh” (85). This criminalization of computer viruses, 
Parikka notes, also coincided with the introduction of “so-called hygienic software programs” 
which were in use “to combat the digital interference” of computer viruses, but it is important to 
note that these “hygienic” programs were necessarily coupled with state and international 
securitizing measures that cracked down on hackers and hacking culture (85). After September 
11, any disruption to computational systems takes on an added urgency, where any attack on the 
global infrastructure systems “become[s] ‘a potential form of terrorism’” (Parikka 85-86). The 
modern view of computer viruses that has developed during the past thirty years, Parikka argues, 
has cultivated “a culture of ‘panic computing,’” where “the paranoid fear of contamination, 
disease, and touch that circumscribes the late twentieth-century network culture” (86). It is in this 
paranoid climate that Arjun releases the Leela virus and what was intended to be a “small 




Releasing the Leela Virus might have initially been an act of agency intended to get 
Arjun his job back while securing his socio-economic position in America, but it instead further 
renders Arjun a non-entity, devoid of citizenship and, possibly, basic human rights. As the Leela 
Virus starts infecting and destabilizing computer networks across the world, Western media 
outlets begin to label the virus as an act of terrorism and its creator a terrorist. It is then that 
Arjun truly realizes he does not just occupy a precarious position within the global marketplace 
as a contingent migrant laborer, but he is in danger of being quarantined as a (inter)national 
threat: 
At that moment he understood. Sooner or later they would find him and 
then life as he knew it would be over. All I wanted was my job back […] 
to work and be happy and live a life in magic America. None of that 
would count for much in court. Would there even be a court? They were 
calling him a terrorist, which meant that he would probably just join the 
ranks of the disappeared, the kneeling figures in the orange suits against 
whom anything was justified, to whom anything could be legitimately 
done. […] He had tried to act but instead had made himself a nonperson. 
(148) 
Arjun’s act of agency has instead threatened his very freedom, turning him into the ultimate 
homo sacer, someone “who may be killed and yet not sacrificed” (Agamben 8). In this passage, 
Arjun specifically evokes the indefinite detention of terrorist suspects held at Guantánamo Bay 
in Cuba through the image of “the kneeling figures in orange suits.”28 In fearing that he may join 
                                               
28 Transmission was published in 2004 and while it only specifically mentions September 11 once, it is clearly 
informed by the paranoia that marked the uneasy aftermath of the attacks and the beginning of the War-on-Terror. 
Kunzru’s evocation here of Guantánamo is especially important as he was a very early critic of the United States’ 
policy of indefinite detention. In an interview, Kunzru relays that “years ago the actor Corin Redgrave got a bunch 
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their ranks, Arjun is not only positioning himself within a contemporary post-September 11 
imaginary in which certain threatening subjects are securitized and detained, but also a longer 
history of exclusion and contagious quarantine that has shadowed migrants from the nineteenth-
century to the end of the twentieth-century. By specifically evoking Guantánamo, Arjun draws a 
link between his own tenuous position in the United States to the treatment of Haitian refugees 
entering America whose history of “subjection to extraordinary tactics of exclusion has made 
[them] an exceptional figure in US migration law and history” (Paik 143). As Naomi Paik and 
others have noted, because “Guantánamo occupies a zone of legal ambiguity positioned between 
the juridical limits of each state” it was used, starting in November 1991, to indefinitely detain 
Haitian refugees who tested positive for HIV, “despite their bona fide asylum claims” (145, 
142).29 Paik further argues that “the imprisonment of HIV-positive Haitian refugees at 
Guantánamo must be situated not only in the histories of (neo)imperialism in Haiti, but also in 
long-standing, durable discourses marking not only migrant but also black and particularly 
Haitian bodies as carriers of contagion” (153). The prolonged detention of Haitian refugees is 
thus a precursor to the camp’s modern incarnation as an extra-juridical prison for terrorist 
suspects and its history as an immigrant “prison camp” informs the longer treatment of colonial, 
postcolonial, and migrating subjects, giving us a multidirectional lens through which to view 
Arjun’s current predicament (qtd. in Paik 142). As with (post)colonial diseases and migration 
patterns before him, the socio-cultural frameworks contextualizing contagion attempts to strip 
Arjun of his subjectivity, only this time through the new global vernacular of terrorism. 
                                               
of us together to be part of the Guantánamo Human Rights Commission, very early on after 9/11 when people were 
starting to be disappeared and there was no public platform to talk about it” (Haiven 21). Kunzru is thus clearly 
critiquing the post-September 11 securitization of alleged terrorist subjects in this novel. 
29 For more on the detention of Haitian refugees at Guantánamo, see Alan Kraut’s Silent Travelers: Germs, Genes, 




However, in doing so, these discourses also link him to other precarious and contagious histories, 
where migrating subjects have always been subject to disciplinary actions by the state and other 
international structures of power. 
 “Occult Connections” and Precarious Conditions  
From the outset of the novel, we find that each character is in some state of transit, 
traveling from one destination to another through various means. As Arjun excitedly leaves his 
interview with Databodies and travels home in a crowded bus dreaming of his future life in 
magic “Amrika,” Guy Swift is also traveling high above Arjun’s head: “As [Arjun’s] bus 
trundled over the Yamuna bridge, […h]igh in the sky overhead was the vapor trail of a jet, a 
commercial flight crossing Indian airspace en route to Singapore. In its first-class compartment 
sat another traveler, rather more comfortable than Arjun” (11). It is here that the loose ties that 
will continue to link Arjun to Guy throughout the novel are first established. During this faithful 
crossing, the narrator wonders if “Guy Swift sense[d] some occult connection with the boy on 
the bus thirty thousand feet below? […] No. Nothing. He was playing Tetris on the armrest game 
console. He had just beaten his high score” (11). While the fates of these characters will become 
deeply intertwined by the end of the novel, whatever “occult connections” they might 
instinctually feel as they cross paths is not yet manifest as each focuses on their futures. 
Simultaneous with the travels of Arjun and Guy, we learn that “several thousand miles away, in a 
picturesque yet accessible area of the Masai Mara game reserve” Leela Zahir is about to 
participate in her own journey, this time via hot air balloon (10). For now, she is nameless, 
known simply as “India’s dream girl […] clutch[ing] the rim of the basket as she felt the balloon 
break contact with the earth” as she is forced to smile “at the glass disk of the camera lens as it 
receded fifty, eighty, a hundred feet below her” (10). Here Arjun’s rather mundane commute 
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home is juxtaposed with Guy’s luxurious business travel and Leela’s rather exceptional launch 
into the sky for her latest Bollywood film; however, the disembodied narration of Leela’s 
journey hints that unlike the men making their own way in the world, she is not entirely in 
control of her destiny. By placing these various journeys together, Kunzru signals to the reader 
that despite their different socio-economic positions and citizenship statuses, each of these 
characters are migrants in various senses, revealing that each may be precarious despite their 
seeming stability within the world order. The viral threat thus looms as a specter, the promise of 
an “occult connection” that will soon bring these characters together, but for now they are linked 
solely by their travels, their ability to move about the globe relatively unhindered.  
  Many critics have viewed the relative ease by which Guy travels as an extreme contrast 
to Arjun’s limited mobility. For instance, Iwona Filipczak argues that “these two characters 
represent the polarization of the globalizing world: the poor Third World immigrant, whose 
mobility is constantly restricted, and a member of the elite global class who can move freely 
from one destination to another” (72). Additionally, Alan Robinson argues that “while Guy and 
Leela move in a postmodern world of supposedly unbounded possibility, Arjun forms part of the 
economic base which supports this superstructure, like the migrant hotel workers or the Indian 
construction workers whose ‘drying dhotis’ hang alongside the new architectural confections of 
Dubai” (85). These are rather simplistic readings of Arjun’s status position; while Arjun may be 
a contingent migrant laborer and in a precarious position once he enters the United States, he is 
able to obtain an H-1B visa and travel to America with relative ease. What is more, Arjun comes 
from a comfortable middle-class family in India, has a college education, and is employable, 
even on a contractual basis, at Virugenix, a prestigious software company. In fact, the novel is 
peppered with depictions of truly precarious migrating subjects. For instance, before the virus 
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truly begins its work “furring the global arteries” we are told that “around the world, Thursday 
the twelfth of June was a quiet day. Bombs went off in Jakarta, Jenin and Tashkent. […] In 
Malawi a man was diagnosed with a previously unknown retroviral infection. At London’s 
Heathrow Airport, two Ghanean boys were found frozen to death in the undercarriage of a 
Boeing 747” (119). Even though the date of the virus’s launch is described as “quiet day,” it 
seems anything but; small and large disasters affect nameless people around the world, creating 
moments of violence, both mundane and spectacular. In this vignette, we are even confronted 
with two of the novel’s intertwining modes of connection: travel and contagion. While these 
vectors have more figurative and symbolic implications for the novel’s main characters, 
highlighting their rather privileged positions, they take a lethal toll on various anonymous “Third 
World” subjects.  
 Rather than view Arjun as a simple foil to the novel’s other wealthier characters, the 
destitute immigrant who is always already precarious, it is clear that he occupies a middle 
position between an elite class and truly precarious migrant subjects. As Kunzru himself notes in 
an interview, “Transmission is comic novel about the emergence of a global class system based 
on freedom of movement. At the top end there is a kind of friction-free first-class lounge […] at 
the bottom end there are people for whom movement is either impossible or involuntary and for 
whom crossing borders is hugely troubling and traumatic” (Haiven 21). Within this binary of 
migratory possibilities, Arjun occupies a middle position, and while he “is a precarious worker in 
the sense that he’s outsourced,” he is in fact “highly mobile and has enough skills to get himself 
from one place to another and be welcomed as a migrant, but he’s not high enough up on the 
food chain to be in control of his destiny” (Haiven 21). It is in this middle, yet still relatively 
privileged position, I argue, that Arjun is able to connect various characters throughout the novel, 
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from the Bollywood celebrity to the British “paper millionaire,” and even to the nameless 
precarious subjects who exist at the margins of the text and of society. In defining what she terms 
the emergent genre of the “geopolitical novel,” Caren Irr positions characters like Arjun as a 
“router, filtering and processing an overwhelming multisensory global system,” creating 
connections between various characters and processes that help readers navigate these 
overlapping structures of power (26).30 According to Irr, the geopolitical novel is a new form of 
migrant narrative, where “rather than looking inward or backward in the romantic sense,” these 
“routers” are “more often mobile subjects who receive and interpret cultural codes while actively 
transmitting and translating their own information” (28, 29). In his position as a “router,” Arjun 
connects each character in the novel through the global networked systems of technological 
communication by unleashing his computer virus, thereby highlighting the invisible modes of 
contact that bring these characters together. Instead of simply transmitting his own information, 
his memories of the past, Arjun’s contagion exposes the pathways of power as it links characters 
to each other by exposing their ultimate precarity under neoliberal globalization and the ongoing 
War-on-Terror. What is more, as each character disappears at the climax of the global instability 
caused by the Leela virus, Arjun’s role as router reveals shared multidirectional affiliations based 
on their shared traumatic experiences with their newly revealed precarity. 
 Even though Arjun is labeled a terrorist and faces the very real threat of rendition and 
indefinite detention, it is ultimately Guy Swift who fulfills Arjun’s destiny of containment and 
deportation. In an ironic twist, Guy, who is tapped to create the marketing campaign for Pan 
European Border Agency (PEBA), is instead picked up during the Agency’s inaugural mass 
                                               
30 Irr generally defines the router as the narrator of these novels, but Transmission is polyvocal, tracking Arjun, Guy, 
and Guy’s girlfriend, Gabriella Caro. Unlike the other characters who have some narrative autonomy, Leela never 
has her own narrative voice; she is always mediated by others throughout the novel. 
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deportation operation. The aim of PEBA is to consolidate and “harmonize” information between 
countries across the European Union (234). As the PEBA official tells Guy during their pitch 
meeting, “the centrality of information technology […] is the most important tool we have. A 
common European border authority must have common information collection and retrieval. […] 
Otherwise you find some terrorist or economic migrant in one country and lose him again when 
he crosses into another” (234). Soon after this meeting, Guy learns firsthand what the 
“harmonizing” of border informatics looks like when you are suspected of being either a 
“terrorist” or unsanctioned “economic migrant.” Due to the “‘shuffling’ action of Leela08, which 
randomly reassociates [sic] database attributes,” there was a “destruction of a huge number of 
EU immigration records,” which leads to Guy being “identified as Gjergj Ruli, Albanian 
national, suspected pyramid fraudster and failed asylum seeker in Germany” (263). Because the 
errors is not caught in a timely manner, Guy and other suspected undocumented immigrants were 
“plucked from their homes at night and deposited in some of the world’s more troubled places 
without so much as a change of clothes, let alone money or a way of contacting home” (263, 
264). When Guy illegally migrates back to England, he does so on “a small inflatable dinghy, 
carrying two crewmen and four other passengers—a Bangladeshi couple and their two children,” 
linking the once-British citizen with other precarious migrant subjects, a fact that is highlighted 
when “the lights of a customs launch were spotted […] the two traffickers immediately pitched 
all five of them into the sea” (264). In a scene that evokes the recent refugee crisis in the 
Mediterranean, Guy only survives by “luck,” arriving “semiconscious” on a beach “clutching 
handfuls of European sand. He has no idea, he says, what happened to the Bangladeshis” (263-
264). Realizing his good fortune relative to the presumed drowning deaths of his fellow 
migrants, Guy returns to England a changed man having become, “at least for a spell, a citizen of 
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that other place,” to use Sontag’s terminology (3). Guy’s earlier travels thus set the stage for his 
later precarious migrations as the Leela Virus reduces him to a foreign threat rather than a secure 
British national.31 
 While multiple disappearances conclude the novel, Guy’s story is the only one that is 
fully resolved in the “official record,” perhaps “for the simple reason that he came back” (257). 
Juxtaposed with Guy’s dramatic deportation and return is Leela’s relatively unremarkable escape 
from her “bitch of a mother,” a covert journey from the Scottish set of her current film that is 
enabled by a sympathetic Gabriella Caro (227). The truth of Leela’s disappearance is only 
revealed after Gabriella’s suspected suicide months after the virus dies down, when Gabriella’s 
lawyer produces “a computer disk [containing…] a single document” that “show[s] that Zahir’s 
disappearance was not abduction (as her mother claimed) or suicide, but a well-planned bid to 
‘escape prison’” (273-274). “Why would she stay?” Gabriella rhetorically asks, when “she had 
nothing. It was a kind of prostitution” (274). Rather than reaffirm Leela’s celebrity status as a 
privileged position, Gabriella exposes Leela’s ongoing abuse, where she was a “slave of her 
brothel-keeper mother” (274). While these two disappearances are explainable and indeed 
highlight the ultimate precarity of each character’s seemingly stable and elite subject position, 
Arjun’s sudden vanishing act at the Mexican border is never quite resolved and takes on almost 
                                               
31 Guy’s deportation and illicit return is prescient of not only the Syrian refugee crisis that led to the drowning 
deaths of thousands of would-be asylum seekers in the Mediterranean starting in 2011, but also the Windrush 
scandal in England. In 1948, thousands of citizens from Commonwealth nations, mainly from the Caribbean, were 
invited to come to Britain to rebuild post-war London. This wave of immigration became known as the “Windrush 
Generation” after the ship, the Empire Windrush that brought these laborers to England (Dearden np). Despite 
experiencing “severe racism upon arrival, the Windrush generation helped build the British economy and, in time, a 
new British identity,” but “despite arriving legally in the country, many of these people, along with their children, 
did not receive proper papers from British authorities” and in 2018 found themselves “undocumented” (Dearden 
np). In fact, many of their papers were destroyed by the government and under policies enacted by then Home 
Secretary, Theresa May, and as a result these individuals have been denied housing, healthcare, and even face 
deportation (Dearden np). As many commentators have noted, this scandal is but a recent iteration of a longer 
history of British slavery, colonialism, and neo-colonialism that England has yet to fully reconcile (Dearden np). 
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mythic proportions amongst an online conspiracy community. As this community tries to piece 
together Arjun’s last movement at the border, they imbue the missing figure with new symbolic 
imaginaries, as we will see shortly. “Though dramatic,” the novel assures us that “the 
disappearances of Guy Swift, Arjun Mehta, and Leela Zahir are not unique. They form part of a 
much larger pattern of virus-related disturbances” (256). The precarious fates of these characters 
are thus exposed and intertwined by the virus, where their ultimate destinies are part of the larger 
pattern of the global chaos wreaked by the virus, linking them with other precarious and 
unnamed subjects throughout the novel and across the globe. 
 The “Noise” in the “Signal”: The Virus and the Transmission of Multidirectional Memory 
Midway through the novel, as the virus begins to spread exponentially across the globe, it 
becomes difficult to trace the exact unfolding of events. The narrator tells us of “gaps in the 
record” and misunderstandings due to “lack of technical knowledge” on the part of the general 
populace which “contributed to the confusion” of what disturbances could be attributable to the 
virus, as opposed to common catastrophes, misfortunes both small and large (147, 146). As the 
official record of the virus’s spread and its resulting effects becomes fuzzy, we are reminded that 
this is part of the system of communication, that “noise” is inherent in any “signal” and that 
perfect transmission is rarely ever possible. “At the boundaries of any complex event,” Kunzru 
writes, “unity starts to break down. Recollections differ. Fact shades irretrievably into 
interpretation. How many people must be involved for certainty to dissipate? The answer, 
according to information theorists, is two. As soon as there is a sender, a receiver, a transmission 
medium and a message, there is a chance for noise to corrupt the signal” (146). Accordingly, as 
the virus wreaks havoc upon technological networks and global capitalistic systems, things begin 
to get murky, people and things disappear, and official histories are exposed as piecemeal 
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operations that are imaginative reconstructions more than faithful recordings. Despite the Leela 
Virus’s ability to undermine the construction of an official narrative, it does not mean that 
programmers obsessed with the virus do not try to piece together what they can. “‘We want to 
abolish the unknown,’ writes one Leela researcher. […] As humans, we want to know what is 
lurking outside our perimeter, beyond our flickering circle of firelight. […] We have drenched 
the world in information in the hope that the unknown will finally and definitively go away” 
(254). However, as the Leela Virus exemplifies, this type of certainty does not exist: 
“information is not the same as knowledge. To extract one from the other you must, as the word 
suggests, inform. You must transmit,” a process that is always already fraught with static and 
miscommunication (254). While virus highlights an extreme example of the breakdown in 
communication networks, any form of transmission entails “noise,” meaning that the official 
record is always a myth and susceptible to counter-narratives and counter-memories, new ways 
of seeing the world and recording the past. 
To reinforce this notion, the novel is split into two sections, the first, “Signal,” comprises 
the bulk of the narrative, where each character’s trajectory is chronologically traced as faithfully 
as possible with a few pronounced gaps in the record, and the second, “Noise,” concludes with a 
brief retrospective of the aftermath of the virus, where the narrator tires to reconstruct the 
disappearances of Arjun, Guy, and Leela. Given the breakdown in information systems the Leela 
Virus makes visible, “Noise” marks a narrative shift from certainty to uncertainty, where the 
narrator presents information and it is up to the reader to fill in the gaps between what is 
“known” and what is “unknown.” Robinson specifically draws attention to this narrative shift, 
observing that “although the narrator elsewhere appears to command precise facts about the 
proliferation of the Leela virus, he now emphasizes the historiographical imponderabilities and 
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uncertainties entailed in representing ‘any complex event’” (94). In this sense, the idea of “noise” 
replicates the very notion of the virus, where inherent in the “signal” of transmission is the 
possibility for breakdowns and static, which may lead to new understandings, new histories to be 
configured and reconfigured. Philip Leonard finds that in the case with the Leela Virus, “the 
noise of digital culture provides a platform for forms of social disquiet which open up systems of 
closure and control,” which “creates a minoritarian archive, or memory, of digital culture” that 
“opens up a new creative horizon in theoretical and perhaps practical spheres as well” (279). 
Whereas contagion was figuratively represented as an embodied subaltern archive in The 
Calcutta Chromosome, one that preserved counter-memories not recorded within colonial and 
postcolonial institutions, the computer virus in Transmission literally destabilizes the official 
record, allowing subjects to exploit the gaps in the technological archive to insert their own 
experiences and memories, to forge their own paths through systems of power and control. 
Part of this reconstructive process is to uncover the events that led to the disappearances 
of Arjun, Guy, and Leela discussed in the previous section, but another important act of narrative 
reconstruction is the multidirectional appropriation of Arjun to create new political coalitions and 
affective connections in the virus’s aftermath. During the outbreak, Arjun is overwritten with 
hegemonic discursive frameworks that label his act of agency an act of terrorism. However, these 
narratives are never fully confirmed and are contested by multiple international political groups, 
leading Liam Connell to argue that Arjun “becomes the ‘mythic’ focus for a slew of disparate 
political grievances” (285). In fact, as soon as the patch is released to cure the Leela01 variant, 
viral mutations start to circulate “that have never been conclusively linked to Arjun Mehta,” 
demonstrating “a gap in the record that opens up vertiginous and troubling possibilities” (147). 
During this uncertain time, “Maoist revolutionaries in Chiapas sent a fax to a Mexico City 
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newspaper announcing that Leela was the latest step in their campaign to cripple the 
infrastructure of global capitalism” (147). From the very beginning, the virus is subject to 
multiple political appropriations, a dynamic that is intensified after Grayday, the height of viral 
instability, where Arjun’s disappearance leaves a tangible caesura in the official record, turning 
him “into legend,” a transnational figure of resistance that hackers and anti-capitalist groups 
alike latch onto to craft their own political narratives (249). After Grayday, Arjun is taken up as 
the cause célèbre by a “a younger generation of hackers who feel their contributions are 
undervalued by the corporations and misunderstood by an ignorant and hostile public” (267). No 
longer is Arjun a pariah to the computing community, but he is reappointed as a hero to other 
dispossessed and disaffected youth. This recuperation of Arjun’s image is reiterated throughout 
the text as different political groups appropriate and imbue Arjun with a new constellation of 
meanings. For instance, 
A series of autonomist tracts written in Italian and signed with [Arjun’s] 
name caused a huge stir in left-wing European political circles. The hope 
that the genius hacker might also be a revolutionary was so strong in 
certain quarters that it has survived the revelation that the Leela papers 
were the creation of a group of Bologna based radicals, who had 
appropriated Metha’s name as a gesture and invited anyone else wished 
to use it to do the same. (267) 
In the wake of the virus, the image of Arjun circulates globally, from Chiapas to Bologna, 
replacing, in effect, Arjun’s unfulfilled transnational American dream with a new form of anti-
capitalist outsider heroism. Arjun thus becomes, in a sense, a multidirectional infectious agent 
who produces a mnemonic reordering of global systems through the symbol of contagion. 
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 In this way, the Leela virus Arjun unleashes does not just disrupt and degrade network 
connections, but it creates new connections between longer histories of marginalization and 
political radicalism, despite his official condemnation by Western governments. Drawing on 
Michael Rothberg’s notions of “multidirectional memory,” we can see how the Leela virus as a 
global contagion materializes affective and political connections across distant geographies, 
linking Arjun’s precarious position within the global labor market to anti-capitalist struggles. 
Rather than understand “collective memory as competitive memory,” Rothberg instead suggests 
“that we consider memory as multidirectional: as subject to ongoing negotiation, cross-
referencing, and borrowing” (3). In this way, the image of Arjun’s revolutionary act of 
reclaiming his agency is taken up by a global community that uses his image to bring to light 
other struggles against the uneven effects of globalization in multiple parts of the world. 
However, as many critics note, once he disappears, Arjun does not necessarily have the agency 
to determine the ways in which his image circulates. By the end of the novel, Peter Childs and 
James Green argue, Arjun and Leela are “transmuted into mythical figures, […] both are 
continually remodeled by the shifting currents of networked desires of millions around the world, 
and while the mediated forms of Leela and Arjun possess an influence far exceeding that of their 
corporeal bodies, they have no power over how these are wielded and directed by others” (91). 
Despite the fact that Arjun has no control over his image, the gap in the record his absence leaves 
behind becomes filled with multiple discourses that begin to generate other forms of 
multidirectional resistance. As Rothberg continues, “multidirectionality encourages us to think of 
the public sphere as a malleable discursive space in which groups do not simply articulate 
established positions but actually come into being through their dialogical interactions with 
others” (5). Arjun’s act of agency is thus partially constitutive of the following acts of 
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multidirectional appropriation. The call by the Bologna-based radical group for other political 
coalitions to use the image of Arjun for their own purposes gives his original act of agency 
broader currency within the international discursive sphere, lending the plight of migrant 
laborers in a precarious global marketplace new, if unintended, urgency. Arjun’s failed attempt 
to attain his own vision of the transnational American dream thus informs and constructs anti-
capitalist organizations half the world away, creating new collectivities in the global chaos 
caused by the Leela Virus. 
Contagion in Precarious Times 
Ultimately, Arjun’s appropriation by various political groups highlights the power of 
contagion to reach across vast distances and connect bodies, exposing them to the foreign and, at 
times, uncomfortable touch of Others. Contagion in The Calcutta Chromosome and 
Transmission asks readers to go beyond the limiting frameworks of (post)colonial archives and 
international media networks that attempt to dictate history to see the world anew through 
alternative embodied experiences of precarity. Judith Butler argues that literature has the 
inherent ability to show us alternative ways of navigating the world, of looking beyond ourselves 
to see how power dynamics structure our reality. She writes, “The ability to narrate ourselves not 
from the first person alone, but from, say, the position of the third, or to receive an account 
delivered in the second, can actually expand our understanding of the forms that global power 
has taken,” meaning that literature can take us beyond the limited frameworks of our own 
subjectivities and expose us to the lives of others (Precarious Life 8). Seeing the world through 
alternative narrative eyes, she argues, makes visible different structures of power that might 
otherwise be invisible from our relative positions of privilege. But along with these narrative 
constructions is the figurative specter of contagion: “Our fear of understanding a point of view 
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belies our deeper fear that we shall be taken up by it, find it is contagious, become infected in a 
morally perilous way by thinking of the presumed enemy. But why do we assume this?” 
(Precarious Life 8). By viewing the world in the ways that others experience it can be a 
contagious experience, one that touches us, contaminates us, but that is not necessarily a bad 
thing; in fact, the contagious touching of bodies can be a way for us to experience alternative 
memories, experiences, and temporalities that might not otherwise be visible from our perch in 
the kingdom of the well. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 
“A WORLD THAT’S COMING INTO BEING”: MIGRATING MEMORIES AND 
WORLD BUILDING IN THE NOVELS OF MOHSIN HAMID 
 
 In the proceeding pages I have posited the potential for memories to travel across national 
and cultural borders against structures of power that have dictated the terms of their travels. 
From tracing literary responses to the unfolding Air India saga, to exploring the ephemeral 
transformation of an imperial site of memory through Hari Kunzru’s Memory Palace, and finally 
to uncovering the figurative representation of contagious memory transmission in Amitav 
Ghosh’s The Calcutta Chromosome and Hari Kunzru’s Transmission, each chapter has posited 
moments of mnemonic connection. However, these connections have been anything but utopian; 
in fact, many sites of transcultural exchange have been fleeting, eventually succumbing to the 
weight of history and various power dynamics that determine what can, and what cannot, be 
remembered. What, then, is the potential of transcultural memory in the post-September 11 era 
given the ongoing implications of the War-on-Terror, the recent Syrian refugee crisis, and the 
rise of anti-immigrant populist movements across Europe and America? Given that the various 
histories of imperialism, colonization, and state-sponsored violence discussed in the preceding 
pages have crystalized at this contemporary moment, marked by the rise in anti-immigrant 
populism and imperial amnesia, how might literature intervene in the politics of the present? If 
fiction can create new worlds, new possible futures based on empathetic connections, how might 
the novel as a genre and form disrupt the prevalent nostalgic yearning for an illusory hegemonic 
past in order to foreground a polyvocal and multidirectional understanding of history, dynamics I 




To begin to answer these questions, I look to Mohsin Hamid’s novels to briefly explore 
the evolution of the transnational South Asian novel in the twenty-first century as it navigates 
longer colonial histories and unfolding geopolitical dynamics that have led us to the present. In 
this brief conclusion, I will explore how the ambiguities that define Hamid’s earlier novel, The 
Reluctant Fundamentalist (2007), leaves the reader to assess how successful an inter-cultural 
exchange can be between the Pakistani narrator and American listener, ultimately imparting a 
lingering uncertainty that hints at the limitations of transcultural memory in the immediate wake 
of September 11 and the beginning of the now decades-long War-on-Terror. Furthermore, I 
argue that reading The Reluctant Fundamentalist as a rather pessimistic take on the dawn of the 
twenty-first century is reiterated by the film adaptation of the novel that was directed by Mira 
Nair and released in 2013; in lieu of the novel’s interpretive ending, the film presents 
unequivocal certainties of the insurmountable divisions that exist between Pakistan and America, 
East and West. Where the novel examines the pervasive nostalgia that gripped America in the 
wake of the attacks, leaving the future uncertain, the later film, informed by the protracted War-
on-Terror, depicts the United States as acting “recklessly” on the world stage, leaving little room 
for the novel’s ambiguities. The Reluctant Fundamentalist and its cinematic adaptation, however, 
must be contrasted with Hamid’s most recent novel, Exit West (2017), which is decidedly more 
optimistic about the possibilities of a transcultural connection forged through the ongoing 
refugee crisis in order to elucidate how novels have adapted to address our contemporary 
political moment. Rather than leaving the reader to decipher an ambiguous ending, Exit West 
concludes by positing a speculative borderless future forged through shared migratory identities. 
Additionally, Exit West’s overwhelmingly positive critical and public reception hints at the 
broader power of the novel to figuratively intervene in the politics of the present, to create new 
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modes of multidirectional belonging based on shared “migrating memories” forged through 
transitory experiences. Exploring how these novels approach the limitations and possibilities of 
transcultural exchange highlights the potential of transnational South Asian literature to transmit 
post-traumatic memories across national and cultural boundaries in our uncertain and ever-
evolving present. 
“My Split Self and My Split World”: Transcultural Exchange in The Reluctant 
Fundamentalist 
 “Princeton made everything possible for me,” Changez, the Pakistani narrator of The 
Reluctant Fundamentalist explains, “but it did not, could not, make me forget such things as how 
much I enjoy the tea in this, the city of my birth” (15). As Changez relays his brief tenure in 
America to an unnamed and unidentified American listener, we begin to understand the tensions 
that not only underlie Changez’s relationship to his listener (and presumed American reader), but 
also his relationship to his “divided […] self” (“My Reluctant Fundamentalist” 94). With this 
refrain, Changez rejects the “racial amnesia, among other forms of forgetting” that Jasbir Puar 
identifies as central to the ethnic immigrant’s adoption of a neoliberal identity in order to be 
assimilated into the “ascendency of whiteness,” a process that is “necessary to simultaneously 
particularize and homogenize populations for control” (26). Clearly, the economic advantages 
that America affords Changez are enticing, but they come at a recognized cost: the abandonment 
of his home, his culture, and his memories. It is this fundamental cultural tension that informs the 
creation The Reluctant Fundamentalist, as Hamid acknowledges in his writings elsewhere: 
“Moth Smoke” Hamid’s first novel, “had for me been a look at Pakistan with a gaze altered by 
the many years I had spent in America. The Reluctant Fundamentalist, I thought, would be a 
look at America with a gaze reflecting the part of myself that remained stubbornly Pakistani” 
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(“My Reluctant Fundamentalist” 91). The novel, then, is a cultural meditation on Hamid’s own 
hybridized identity as both a Pakistani and an American, but, as I will argue here, the novel also 
became about the transcultural traffic of memories across the cultural and national borders 
Changez must navigate before and after September 11. 
According to Hamid, the Pakistani narrator’s growing disaffection over his assimilation 
into America’s system of neoliberal capital was always a primary component of the novel. In his 
essay, “My Reluctant Fundamentalist,” Hamid charts the evolution of the novel across multiple 
drafts, noting that “by the summer of 2001 I had produced a [first] draft […] a stripped-down, 
utterly minimalist love story of a young Pakistani man in New York who is troubled by the 
notion that he is a modern-day janissary serving the empire of American corporatism” (91).1 
Despite the fact that this underlying plot structure survives in the final version of the novel, 
Hamid was told that this draft would not translate to an American audience: “upon reading it my 
agent told me he was puzzled by the protagonist’s inner conflict: why would so secular and 
Westernized a Muslim man feel such tension with America?” (“My Reluctant Fundamentalist” 
91). This confusion seems to be the point; the assimilationist policies that enforce certain forms 
of cultural and racialized forgetting in order to be incorporated into the neoliberal state and 
global capital markets, forces that were particularly invisible to a pre-September 11 American 
audience. Hamid response to his editor was to explain “that there was deep resentment in much 
of the rest of the world toward the sole remaining superpower,” a resentment that would soon to 
be acutely apparent after September 11 attacks (91). While the novel went through multiple 
                                               
1 This notion survives in the final version of the novel when Changez is accused of being a corporate janissary by 
Juan Baptiste: “Have you heard of the janissaries? […] They were Christian boys […] captured by the Ottomans and 
trained to be soldiers in a Muslim army, at the time the greatest army in the world. They were ferocious and utterly 
loyal: they had fought to erase their own civilizations, so they had nothing else to turn to” (Reluctant Fundamentalist 
151). The implication here is that Changez has been working with valuation firm, Underwood Sampson, to 
undermine the economies of the developing world, thereby erasing their culture, and by extension, his own. 
 
 233 
drafts, especially in light of the September 11 attacks, Hamid’s critique of America’s neoliberal 
assimilationist policies has always been a central aspect of The Reluctant Fundamentalist, 
however many of these themes may not have been recognizable to an American audience in the 
immediate traumatic wake of September 11, 2001.  
As with Hamid’s journey writing the novel, Changez’s American identity is tested 
following September 11, when America became “gripped by a growing and self-righteous rage” 
directed at Muslims and Muslim-majority nations, including Pakistan, though not, Changez 
admits, “to Princeton graduates earning eighty-thousand dollars a year” (94, 95). Because the 
backlash does not immediately affect him, Changez initially maintains his own brand of cultural 
isolationism: “I ignored as best I could the rumors I overheard at the Pak-Punjab Deli: Pakistani 
cabdrivers were being beaten to within an inch of their lives; the FBI was raiding mosques, 
shops, and even people’s houses; Muslim men were disappearing, perhaps into the shadowy 
detention centers for questioning or worse” (94). Despite the increased surveillance of Muslim 
men in the aftermath of the attacks, Changez admits that he remained “clad in his armor of 
denial,” even if this armor has shown its cracks and will continue to dissolve in the face of 
America’s growing nostalgic exceptionalism prompted by the collective trauma of September 11 
(95). Later in the novel, Changez senses that America is changing before his eyes: “it seemed to 
me,” Changez recalls, “that America […] was increasingly giving itself over to a dangerous 
nostalgia at the time. There was something undeniably retro about the flags and uniforms, about 
generals addressing cameras in war rooms […]. I had always thought of America as a nation that 
looked forward; for the first time I was struck by its determination to look back” (114-115). 
Within America’s growing nostalgia for a time that perhaps never was, Changez realizes that he 
is increasingly positioned on the outside of its post-traumatic imaginary: “I, a foreigner, found 
 
 234 
myself staring out at a set that ought to be viewed not in Technicolor but in grainy black and 
white. What your fellow countrymen longed for was unclear to me” (115). This cinematic 
recasting of America’s political aspirations and its revivification of an illusory past reduces 
Changez to a “foreigner,” unclear of the role he can play in this new narrow vision of the future. 
In fact, Changez feels “treacherous for wondering whether that era was fictitious, and whether—
if it could indeed be animated—it contained a part written for someone like me” (115). 
America’s nostalgia for a fictionally idyllic past may have reified its national identity in the wake 
of September 11, but it leaves no room for Changez as a Pakistani Muslim in this reimagined 
landscape. The possibility for a transcultural mnemonic attachment between Changez and the 
post-September 11 America he inhabits is thus slowly revealed to be fundamentally untenable. 
The international fallout from September 11, of course, continues to escalate, and as it 
does so, Changez begins to realign his affective allegiances towards a “Third-World sensibility,” 
an imagined community that unites him with his homeland and other subaltern constellations of 
belonging (67). We first see this realignment shortly before September 11, when Changez travels 
to Manila with Underwood Sampson to value a music business. It is here that Changez is first 
confronted with the competitive nature of global capitalism, where developing nations are 
economically pitted against each other to “particularize and homogenize them for control” (Puar 
26). Changez finds that not only has his native Pakistan been surpassed by America on the 
international economic stage, but by the Philippines as well. Changez takes in the “glittering 
skyline and walled enclaves for the ultra-rich” in Manila that “were unlike anything I had seen in 
Pakistan” and finds that “it was one thing to accept New York was more wealthy than Lahore, 
but quite another to swallow the fact that Manila was as well” (64). This causes Changez to do 
“something […] I had never done before: I attempted to act and speak, as much as my dignity 
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would permit, more like an American” (65). Rather than foster an affiliation with another culture 
that has experienced its own history of imperialism and colonization, the uneven distribution of 
wealth across developing nations has fostered competitive disassociations, where Changez must 
act like an American to recuperate his dignity. However, in the midst of his performance, 
Changez’s chance encounter with a jeepney driver realigns his mnemonic and affective 
affiliations. As Changez recalls to his American listener: “I glanced out the window to see […] 
the driver of a jeepney returning my gaze. There was an undisguised hostility in his expression. 
[…H]is dislike was so obvious, so intimate, that it got under my skin” (67). What is so 
disquieting about the driver’s hostile gaze is the fact that Changez “assumed […] that he and I 
shared a sort of Third World sensibility” and it is upon this realization of unreturned affiliation 
that he turns his gaze back to his American coworkers and finds them to be “so foreign” (67). In 
this moment, Changez finds that he “felt much closer to the Filipino driver than to [his 
coworker]; I felt I was play-acting when in reality I ought to be making my way home, like the 
people on the street outside” (67). Seeing his colleague and his own cultural performance of an 
unabashed American identity as “foreign,” Changez actively realigns his sense of cultural 
belonging with the jeepney driver and the people outside making their way home, a cultural 
realignment at odds with his socio-economic position within systems of international capitalism 
that unevenly distributes wealth in order to foster division rather than multidirectional 
attachments. 
Leerom Medovoi also reads this encounter as an affective realignment of Changez’s 
identity, where his association “quickly vacillates to the side of the apparent victims of the power 
he has come to embody. Just as Changez becomes ‘American’ though the mediation of an 
emergent Filipino first world, so he becomes ‘Pakistani’ again by way of the Filipino third 
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world” (648). While this is a seemingly apt way of reading the identity inversion that occurs 
here, Medovoi needlessly restricts Chagnez’s possible subjectivities as strictly tied to an ‘either-
or’ form of nationalist identity—either constructed through an association with an “American 
first world” or a “Pakitani third world.” In fact, Changez’s “Third World sensibility” can instead 
be read as the hope for the establishment of a pan-national and multidirectional affective 
connection between Changez, the Filipino commuters, and quite possibly, others who may 
ascribe to the same “Third World sensibility,” workers across the globe who are at that moment 
also making their way home. However, this “Third World sensibility” actively excludes his 
fellow American coworkers who become foreign through this affective realignment. A pluralistic 
and multidirectional identity might be possible within this framework, but it must exclude those 
agents embedded within systems of global capital and power that keep (post)colonial subjects 
from recognizing their shared traumatic histories and memories in favor of assimilation into 
neoliberal notions of belonging. 
Caught between America’s post-September 11 nostalgia that actively excludes Changez 
from the American imaginary and his realignment towards a “Third World sensibility,” Changez 
ultimately returns to Lahore. It is perhaps these cultural divisions between First and Third world, 
East and West, that makes The Reluctant Fundamentalist’s ending so ambiguous, especially for 
American readers. When Changez concludes his tale and parts from the American listener for the 
night, readers are not sure if an assassination takes place or if there is a simple exchange of 
business cards; ultimately, it is up to the reader to decide how the novel ends and assess how 
successful the transcultural exchange has been between the two men. Hamid has often noted that 
the novel’s uncertainty is purposeful: “[the] book is incredibly ambiguous. You don’t know what 
is happening, you have to decide as a reader” (Jackson np). Hamid further elaborates why he left 
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the ending of The Reluctant Fundamentalist unclear in his essay “My Foreign Correspondence”: 
“In my writing, I have tried to advocate the blurring of boundaries: not just between civilizations 
or people of different ‘groups,’ but also between writer and reader. Co-creation has been central 
to my fiction, the notion that a novel is made jointly by a writer and a reader” (9-10). Hamid thus 
sees his writing process as fundamentally transcultural and interpersonal, blurring multiple 
boundaries between cultures, nations, and ultimately between the writer and the reader. While 
this aim seems almost utopian, it has led to certain monolithic readings of The Reluctant 
Fundamentalist that Hamid perhaps did not intend. To this end, Hamid observes in “My 
Reluctant Fundamentalist” that while the novel was an attempt to grapple with his own 
transcultural and migratory identity, it often resulted in audiences interpreting the novel as 
partially autobiographical, with Changez standing in for the author himself: “I am still split 
between America and Pakistan” Hamid writes, “But I feel more comfortable with my 
relationship to both places than I have in a long time. People often ask me if I am the book’s 
Pakistani protagonist. I wonder why they never ask if I am his American listener. After all, a 
novel can often be a divided man’s conversation with himself” (94). Even though Hamid intends 
for the novel to be a meditation on his own complex transcultural identity in the wake an 
international traumatic incident and its aftermath, a back and forth between his two cultural 
halves, it is often read through a hegemonic lens that positions both Changez and Hamid as 
predominantly Pakistani, as foreigners. Though perhaps as we move farther from September 11, 
2001, readers may be more apt to read the ending of The Reluctant Fundamentalist as a 
privileged look into a culturally divided dialogue that may also momentarily aligned us with a 
“Third World sensibility,” allowing us to recognize the otherwise invisible cultural histories and 
structures of power that ultimately alienate Changez so that they may be undone. 
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When adapting the novel into film, Hamid admits that much of the novel’s ambiguity 
needed to be resolved (Jackson np). Most importantly, the film, which was released in 2013, is 
updated to reflect America’s evolving geopolitical implication in the ongoing War-on-Terror. 
While the novel depicts America as nostalgically looking back at a fictitious past, the film 
presents America as acting recklessly upon the world stage. This is most clearly seen with the 
changes made to Changez’s love interest, Erica, who can be read as a symbol of “AmErica” in 
both the novel and the film. In the novel, Erica is consumed by her nostalgic longing for her dead 
boyfriend, Chris, a condition that is exacerbated by the trauma of the terrorist attacks which 
together cause her to eventually disappear from a mental health institution in an apparent suicide. 
In the film, Erica and her backstory are significantly altered; Erica is now directly implicated in 
Chris’s death, the result of car accident where Erica was driving drunk. Rather than disappear, 
Erica stages an exploitative art exhibition that reduces Changez to Orientalized stereotypes. In 
the exhibit, Erica combines their intimate exchanges with images of twin towers in ruins, 
symbolically reducing Changez to a sexually deviant terrorist subject. When Changez confronts 
Erica for “defaming” him, she interrupts him with the almost disingenuous plea to “stop 
attacking me!,” further reinforcing Changez’s threatening outsider status after September 11 
(Nair np). Ultimately, Changez tells Erica that she can exoticize and malign him in her art 
because she is “reckless,” hinting that, like America, Erica lacks critical self-reflection in her 
relationship with others (Nair np). Erica’s overwhelming self-absorption in the novel is thus 
magnified in the film to dramatize Chagnez’s growing outsider status and disaffection from 
AmErica. 
In addition to updating Changez’s relationship with Erica to reflect the political climate 
in which the film was produced, the novel’s equivocal ending is likewise adapted for the screen 
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to be more definitive, thereby solidifying the narrative arc of the film. Instead of maintaining the 
ambiguity of novel’s unnamed American listener who could be a well-traveled tourist or a CIA 
agent, actor Liev Schreiber plays “Bobby,” a journalist and undercover CIA agent who 
interrogates Changez over tea. Bobby suspects that Changez is responsible for the abduction of 
an American professor in Pakistan and as they drink their tea, tensions rise around them, leading 
to a climatic ending where Bobby shoots and kills Changez’s young teaching assistant. As 
Bobby dramatically escapes the marketplace, his handlers inform him that Changez is innocent 
and that Bobby violently escalated their exchange due to his own lack of trust and cultural 
misunderstanding. Harkening back to Erica’s earlier “recklessness,” Bobby realizes that his 
actions may, in fact, radicalize Changez’s students rather than resolve the increasing tension 
between the two men and their two nations. However, the film does preserve some of the novel’s 
ambiguity as the viewer is not quite sure what the future holds for Changez and his students 
during the intractable War-on-Terror, or if Bobby has learned from his mistakes to be more 
circumspect in condemning future suspected “terrorists.” Most importantly, it is clear that 
whatever transcultural exchange the novel hints at is entirely impossible at the conclusion of the 
film; the murder of the young student makes any sort of reconciliation or mutual understanding 
between Bobby and Changez all but impossible. 
 It is clear that The Reluctant Fundamentalist, as both a novel and as a film, is deeply 
influenced by neoliberal globalization and the ongoing War-on-Terror, especially as these 
processes enforce divisions between cultures, nations, religions, and ethnicities—what Hamid 
has termed “civilizations” in his essay collection Discontent and its Civilizations (2015). Both 
projects are a product of their respective historical moments, from the booming economy of the 
late twentieth-century, to the searing aftermath of September 11, and, finally, the heightened 
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anxiety of the ongoing War-on-Terror. However, no matter the political environment they were 
created in, each highlights the structures of state and geopolitical power that seek to atomize 
populations along polarizing borders that differentiated “us” from “them.” In “My Foreign 
Correspondence,” Hamid argues that these divisions are reified through an enforced amnesia of 
our past grievances in order to uphold the order of the day. “We are told to forget the sources of 
our discontent,” he writes, “because something more is at stake: the fate of our civilization. Yet 
what are these civilizations, these notions of Muslim-ness, European-ness, American-ness, that 
attempt to describe where, and with whom, we belong? They are illusions: arbitrarily drawn 
constructs with porous, brittle, and overlapping borders” (7). Even though the “civilizations” that 
define us are hegemonic constructs that seek to dictate our visions of the past and hopes for the 
future, The Reluctant Fundamentalist, as novel and film, demonstrates that they are powerful 
illusions indeed. Hamid admits that while “civilizations are illusions” they are “pervasive, 
dangerous, and powerful. They contribute to globalization’s brutality,” however we are not left 
without hope (8). Ultimately, Hamid argues that “Civilizations encourage our hypocrisies to 
flourish. And by so doing, they undermine globalization’s only plausible promise: that we be free 
to invent ourselves” (8). What is possible, then, is our ability to create and self-fashion a 
hybridized identity, one that undermines the monolithic notion of “civilizations” and destabilizes 
the borders that dictate what we can and cannot be, what we can and cannot remember. 
The Evolving Storyteller: From The Reluctant Fundamentalist to Exit West 
 The Reluctant Fundamentalist may be a product of its time, but since its publication the 
world has witnessed a regression, a revivification of the nostalgia and imperial amnesia that 
pervaded after September 11 to politically motivate renewed anti-immigrant populist regimes 
across America and Europe. This conservative backlash is primarily seen as a response to the 
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refugee crisis in Europe, as well as anxieties over increased undocumented immigration into the 
United States. Despite the political pessimism that defines the latter half of the decade, Hamid 
has produced what is perhaps his most optimistic novel with Exit West (2017). Published shortly 
after Donald Trump was elected in 2016, the novel, rather than dwell on the pervasive anti-
immigrant sentiments that define our current international political climate, concludes with a 
speculative and borderless future, where every character, whether in transit or stationary, is 
fundamentally depicted as migrating through time and space. This turn towards an optimistic 
future is perhaps foreseen in Hamid’s earlier essay collection when he writes, “When I was 
young, I thought of being a migrant and being foreign as things that made me different, an 
outsider. Now, […] I think these experiences are increasingly universal” (“My Foreign 
Correspondence” 9). By positing a sort of universal condition of migrancy, Hamid attempts to 
create multidirectional affiliations in politically fraught times, connecting East and West through 
travel, cross-cultural contact, and most importantly, storytelling. While the novel’s optimism 
may not be realistic in our current climate, especially as the United States has recently enacted 
policies to separate children of undocumented immigrants at the border and hold them 
indefinitely in detention facilities, this type of storytelling provides a way for readers to envision 
a more empathetic future, where contemporary structures of power are undone by movement, 
migration, and unbridled travel across borders. 
 The novel begins as a traumatic look at the beginnings of a civil war in an unnamed 
country, where violence unexpectedly erupts and escalates. Relatives are killed in suicide 
bombings or shot in the streets, political dissenters are tortured and executed, and all the while, 
Saeed and Nadia, two young people in love, have to make the difficult decision to leave their 
home, the country of their birth. Against this backdrop, however, we also witness the breakdown 
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of hegemonic “civilizations” Hamid describes in his earlier writings thorugh the blurring of 
national and cultural boundaries as characters travel through magic doors that unite seemingly 
disparate geographies. Even though “world leaders” initially view these magic portals “as a 
major global crisis,” and respond to the uncontrollable movement of people with increased state-
sponsored surveillance, security, and violence, the doors usher Saeed and Nadia to safety as they 
flee their war-torn country, bringing them first to Greece, then London, and finally California, 
where each time they start their lives anew (Exit West 88). The novel thus uses these magic doors 
to transcend the state apparatuses that usually patrol national and cultural borders in order to 
bring people into contact with each other, creating new affective connections. Even though many 
have criticized this turn towards magic realism as effacing the often-traumatic and precarious 
journey of migration, Hamid has made it clear that his intention was not to erase the material 
conditions of migration, but to make the migrant condition seem mundane rather than 
exceptional, to focus not on the journey but the identities our inherent transit forges whether we 
are conscious of it or not (Jackson np). As Hamid has consistently argued, “On our globalizing 
planet, where the pace of change keeps accelerating, many of us are coming to feel at least a bit 
foreign, because all of us, whether we travel far afield of not, are migrants through time” (“My 
Foreign Correspondence” 9).  
Compared with Nadia and Saeed’s rather exceptional travels, we get a glimpse of what 
the transnational experience looks like to those who stay still, of those who do not migrate in the 
traditional sense. Towards the end of the novel we are introduced to “an old woman who had 
lived in the same house her entire life” (207). While once “she had known the names of almost 
everyone on her street, […] over the years” her neighborhood had changed rapidly, “and now she 
knew none of them” (208-209). “Every year someone was moving in,” she observes, “and now 
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all these doors from who knows where were opening, and all sorts of strange people were 
around, people who looked more at home than she was” (209). Even before the portals open, 
migration is seen as a universal process, where neighbors and neighborhoods change as people 
make their home in new places. In fact, these newcomers “looked more at home than she was, 
even the homeless ones who spoke no English,” and ultimately, through these demographic 
shifts she finds that “she too had migrated, that everyone migrates, even if they stay in the same 
houses our whole lives, because we can’t help it. We are all migrants through time” (209). By 
expanding the definition of migrancy to include time, Hamid universalizes the experiences of 
travel while destabilizing monolithic notions of “civilizations” as unchanging hegemonic 
constructions. By positioning us all as migrants, Hamid attempts to forge multidirectional 
affiliations despite the perceived barriers that separate us. 
This is perhaps why the novel concludes “a half century later” with Saeed and Nadia 
reuniting in the city they fled (229). Even though the city has changed, much of it is still familiar 
to the former lovers, including each other, and though we are not sure they will meet again, for a 
brief moment they reconnect and make plans for the future. While this utopian future of 
unbridled movement and migration may be a convenient myth for politically fraught times, the 
critical and commercial success of the novel points to a global yearning for more transcultural 
understanding, for new multidirectional affiliations based on the transmission of migrating 
memories through literature. In making the migratory experience universal, Hamid may in fact 
point the way towards new forms of collectivity, new transcultural ways of remembering as we 
travel though time and space, even if this speculative future can only be made manifest in the 
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